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critical ethnic studies, I argue that the specter of Blackness haunts all projects of making refuge in the
United States. In complicating medical anthropological conceptions of humanitarianism, I build upon
Black feminist scholarship which reveals how “the human” or “humanity” that is the object of
humanitarianism is disciplined into full humans, not-quite-humans, and nonhumans. I situate emergent
projects of United States citizenship within the racializing assemblages intrinsic to humanitarianism that
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practice of relation in ethnographic research. This work analyses a variety of materials and data, from
ethnographic observations to court cases, newspaper articles, popular culture, and other media. It is a
project which reaches across time, enfolding temporalities within one another to question the newness of
contemporary political realities. It also spans putatively separate racialized groups in its consideration of
humanitarian practices, from the resettlement agency to the clinic and the court room. Throughout, I
frame refuge as imbricated with displacement and violence, political economic considerations, and
complex racial politics.
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ABSTRACT
UP FROM THE DIRT: RACIALIZING REFUGE, RUPTURE, AND REPAIR IN
PHILADELPHIA
Michelle Rungamirai Munyikwa
Deborah Thomas

Up from the Dirt: Racializing Refuge, Rupture, and Repair in Philadelphia
integrates archival research, ethnographic participant observation, and contemporary
media analysis to examine practices of making refuge in Philadelphia, from a makeshift
refugee camp stationed on an army base to homes in South Philadelphia. It is based upon
two years of ethnographic fieldwork in a refugee resettlement agency and refugee-serving
clinic, spiraling out from these sites to other spaces related to the making of refuge. Up
from the Dirt underscores the importance of insights from Black studies to the critical
study of these humanitarian practices; building upon existing work in medical
anthropology, critical refugee studies, and critical ethnic studies, I argue that the specter
of Blackness haunts all projects of making refuge in the United States. In complicating
medical anthropological conceptions of humanitarianism, I build upon Black feminist
scholarship which reveals how “the human” or “humanity” that is the object of
humanitarianism is disciplined into full humans, not-quite-humans, and nonhumans. I
situate emergent projects of United States citizenship within the racializing assemblages
intrinsic to humanitarianism that differentially make, discipline, govern subjects through
practices of care. I also further a methodological practice of relation in ethnographic
research. This work analyses a variety of materials and data, from ethnographic
observations to court cases, newspaper articles, popular culture, and other media. It is a
project which reaches across time, enfolding temporalities within one another to question
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the newness of contemporary political realities. It also spans putatively separate
racialized groups in its consideration of humanitarian practices, from the resettlement
agency to the clinic and the court room. Throughout, I frame refuge as imbricated with
displacement and violence, political economic considerations, and complex racial
politics.

ix

Table of Contents
Acknowledgements ........................................................................................................... ii
Abstract ................................................................................. Error! Bookmark not defined.
List of Figures .................................................................................................................. xii
A Note on Terminology ................................................................................................. xiii
Introduction: Theorizing the Present...............................................................................1
Making Refuge: The United States Refugee Assistance Program ........................................ 7
Rhyming Resonances............................................................................................................... 15
Racialized refuge: race as social, spatial, and affective relation ........................................... 16
Beyond trauma: rupture & repair .......................................................................................... 21
Humanitarian reason: making refuge and the cruel optimism of care................................... 25
Notes on Method ...................................................................................................................... 29
An ethnographic practice of history: on archives .................................................................. 36
Citational practices ................................................................................................................ 40
Chapter Outlines ..................................................................................................................... 42

Crisis Ordinariness: A Partial History of Displacement in and to Philadelphia .......54
Early Displacements: Pennsylvania as Racialized Refuge ........................................................ 59
Shifting Citizenship ................................................................................................................... 67
Fort Indiantown Gap: Militarized Refuge & Indigenous Erasure ............................................. 72
The Wake: Contemporary Crisis & Visions of the Past ............................................................ 84

The Right Thing to Do: Integration and the Interplay of Refugee and Urban
Futures ..............................................................................................................................97
Key Word: Integration ............................................................................................................... 99
#ToImmigrantsWithLove: Philly’s Economic Pasts & Futures .............................................. 110
Integration and its pasts ........................................................................................................... 115
Swahili Time: Cultural orientation .......................................................................................... 120
Representing Refugee Deservingness...................................................................................... 138
Global Philadelphia ................................................................................................................. 144

Spaces of Refuge: Racialized Value, Conflict, and Relation ......................................149
Social Navigation of Space and Value .................................................................................... 152
Going North ............................................................................................................................. 157
Black Philadelphia & Invasion ................................................................................................ 166
Race, Spatial Justice, & the Suburbs ....................................................................................... 175

Bodies: Refugee Medicine & the Aftermaths of (Un)Exceptional Violence .............187
A Note on Patients and Refusal ............................................................................................... 192
Sensing difference ................................................................................................................... 196
Attending to suffering: managing mental health ..................................................................... 200
Diagnosing gendered violence................................................................................................. 209
Refugees as Relational Figures of Care ................................................................................... 216
Towards a critical refugee health............................................................................................. 221

“To live imaginatively through the furnace of the past”: Fugitivity, Rupture,
Repair ..............................................................................................................................226
Maria: the victim of (racialized) sexual violence .................................................................... 229
Kyle Canty: the persecuted minority ....................................................................................... 236
Mohammed Jabateh: the war criminal & false refugee ........................................................... 247
x

Pessoptimism: thinking with Black feminism against Afropessimism ................................... 258

Conclusion, or What About Hope? ..............................................................................271
Epilogue: The Right to Becoming Who We Want ......................................................285
Bibliography ...................................................................................................................292

xi

List of Figures
Figure 1. Key Immigration Timeline for the United States. ..............................................70
Figure 2. Migrant Origins Over Time ................................................................................71
Figure 3. A soldier plays with two children at Indiantown Gap. Date unknown. .............76
Figure 4. A Welcoming Committee Awaits. .....................................................................77
Figure 5. Pathways to integration and marginalization ...................................................102
Figure 6. Percentage of Philadelphia Residents Born Outside the United States, 19402016..........................................................................................................................112
Figure 7. Cultural Orientation Topic Checklist ...............................................................125
Figure 8. The Reason. March 1920 issue of The Crisis Magazine. .................................161
Figure 9. A photo of Jabateh from court records, uncredited. .........................................252

xii

A Note on Terminology
Conversations about migration are often troubled by the use of confusing
terminology. Because this project concerns itself not only with forms of international
migration but also patterns of domestic migration, I will use the term migrant to describe
any person who is moving from one place to another, and to immigrants as those who
enter the United States from other countries. As this dissertation will hopefully make
clear, migration can take many forms. Within the context of this research, I am concerned
with two categories of what I call humanitarian migrants: refugees and asylum seekers. I
will use refugee to describe anyone who has fled their country of origin and is unable or
unwilling to return because of a well-founded fear of being persecuted because of their
race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political opinion.
Refugee in this sense refers to those who have already been recognized by the United
Nations and/or member nations as meeting these criteria, and their status as humanitarian
migrants is clear. This dissertation also makes mention of asylum seekers, those who are
seeking recognition and international protection on the same grounds as refugees, but
who have yet to be recognized; in the case of the United States, these claims are generally
made within one year of entering the country. While not every claim for asylum will be
successful, every refugee was initially an asylum seeker. Finally, I will often refer to
those who are forcibly displaced or to the phenomena of forced displacement or forced
migration. These terms exist to denote a contrast to voluntary or economic migration,
which are perceived to entail some element of choice. I follow anthropologists and other
scholars critical of the easy distinction between voluntary and involuntary movement, but
choose to use the language of force to denote the real threat of violence, suffering, and
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death which spurs many migratory paths, including, as I will discuss in the following
work, those within the United States.

xiv

Introduction: Theorizing the Present
“It feels like we’re going back to four centuries ago. We have to mobilize. We can’t let this kind
of thing happen. Do we really need to see such shocking pictures before taking a stand? I don’t
think so. Now there needs to be a real struggle, a real fight.”
“There is no difference between human beings: white people, black people, Arabs. Everybody is
the same. It’s the same blood in our veins. So why are we putting Africans in cages in Libya?”
“How can it be that in the twenty-first century, we’re selling human beings like merchandise? I
cannot get my head around that.”
— Protestors in Paris, November 20171
A civilization which justifies colonization — and therefore force — is already a sick civilization,
a civilization which is morally diseased, which irresistibly, progressing from one consequence to
another, one denial to another, calls for its Hitler, I mean its punishment.
— Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism2
Columbus didn’t need a passport.
— Attendee, Community gathering in Philadelphia, 2017

In November 2017, a shocking story made its way across Western media: on the
Libyan coast, young African refugee and migrant men were being sold as farm hands for
as little as 400 US dollars. In what has been described as a “barbaric,” “inhumane”
practice from “another era,” young men seeking freedom instead found themselves
human property.3 News outlets shared grainy video footage that depicted scores of Black
men in cages, pressed together and sometimes pleading for aid to those who filmed them.
Others describe survivors of the trade, who tell stories about being “‘bought’ and then
sent to a ‘prison,’ a private home where more than 100 refugees were held as hostages.”4
These captives, forced to call home so that their relatives could hear their torture, were
coerced into making money for their captors, whether through prostitution, ransoms, or
other forms of illicit labor; when they could not, they were beaten, killed, starved, or left
to die. When found to be lacking monetary value, their bodies were discarded. As
International Organization for Migration spokesman Leonard Doyle noted, “Migrants
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who go to Libya while trying to get to Europe have no idea of the torture archipelago that
awaits them just over the border.” Going on, he notes: “There they become commodities
to be bought, sold, and discarded when they have no more value.”5 Many who die will
never be identified, passing on without proper graves or the ability for their loved ones to
say goodbye.6
Coverage of the migrant waves of the past few years has been prolific: videos of
ships packed to the brim, teetering on the rough waves of the Mediterranean Sea; border
police lining up on shorelines; barbed wire; crowded makeshift homes; photographs of
sheer, profound human suffering brought on by the desire to find a new life, elsewhere.
Through it all, exchanges of money for freedom prevail, with migrants turned into human
capital and ground through a system meant to exhaust them of all they have to offer. It is
a profound violation of the human rights afforded to refugees, producing a dawning
awareness of a gap in the humanitarian order. Much like the reactions of the protestors
above, viewers sympathetic to the plight of refugees have expressed shock and outrage:
slavery, they proclaim, is from another time, from another place that has nothing to do
with the present moment — or at the very least, shouldn’t. Capitalizing on the
desperation of those less fortunate is a profound, barbaric sin not becoming of the
contemporary era. We must turn, protesters suggest, to international human rights. “How
can it be,” they ask, “that in the twenty-first century, we’re selling human beings like
merchandise?” Have we truly returned to four centuries ago? Why has so much happened
recently to call us back to disavowed pasts?
Recent political trends have exacerbated the sensation that we are, as a “civilized
world,” going backwards. Where liberal multiculturalism once prevailed, we now see
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white supremacist backlash, from Italy to the United States of America, Hungary to the
United Kingdom. Liberal media laments the regression to explicit expressions of racial
superiority – framed as economic anxiety and so-called “status threat” – inspiring white
supremacist rallies and militarized border security. Much of this commentary suggests,
like the protestors above, that these occurrences represent a departure from the timeline
of progress some had come to take for granted. Through metaphors that draw upon
images of slavery and the Jim Crow South, Nazi concentration camps and Japanese
internment, liberals and conservatives alike suggest that there’s something fundamentally
uncivil about our contemporary moment. It seems, in many cases, as if we have gone
back four hundred years. Mass displacement, suffering, and endless war contribute to the
sensation that we have entered, once again, an age of barbarism. While there are many
things that are, in fact, different about the contemporary moment, much of our outrage
stems from a condition of collective amnesia. Cyclical violation and outrage are part of
our national DNA, and this moment is no exception.
This dissertation project, Up from the Dirt: Racializing Refuge, Rupture, & Repair
in Philadelphia takes up these concerns and others through an ethnographic and archival
examination of humanitarian migration to Philadelphia. A current Sanctuary City and
long-term haven for migrants, Philadelphia is also the birthplace of the United States’
political system and notions of democracy; as a laboratory for urban ethnography,
Philadelphia, too, has been a site where generations of social scientists have asked
questions about racial formation, immigrant assimilation, and belonging.7 Based upon
over two years of ethnographic fieldwork, archival research, and contemporary media
analysis, I examine the institutions that care for refugees, the policies that aim to govern
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them, and the spaces of refuge that we, as a host society, make for migrants to the United
States. Following scholarship in critical refugee studies, this project aims to refute the
United States’ “uncontested status as a nation of refuge.”8 While acknowledging the three
million refugees who have been resettled in the United States since 1975 and the oft-cited
facts of economic success and a sense of social belonging for many of those who have
been settled here, I focus away from these more sociological emphases on assimilation to
think about the political, philosophical, and ethical questions that an investigation of
refuge allows. The refugee, as a “socio-legal object of knowledge,”9 represents what
Aihwa Ong has called an “ethical figure”10; examining Philadelphia from the standpoint
of refugees and refuge helps reveal the intersection of race, violence, and institutions of
care in American life.
Crises of racial tolerance and failures in humanitarian sentiment stem from tensions
in liberal multiculturalism under conditions of late capitalism. The wave of resurgent
violence and backlash across Europe as refugees enter those borders resonates with police
violence, restrictive immigration politics, and militarized border security in the United
States and Europe, a convergence which has been referred to as crimmigration.11 Racial
matters and immigration matters are inextricably linked, and so, too, are these
contemporary ruptures that call into question our self-conceptualization as a civilized
community. While Libyan slave auctions and other such violence may feel out of time
and place, both new and unsettlingly old, this sense of affective unease is merely that, a
feeling. It is part of a structure of feeling12 associated with the contemporary moment,
one which invests in racial progress and performs outrage at what should now be
expected gaps between what kind of nation we claim to be and what kind of nation we
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actually are. These moments of surprise at our contemporary moment are collective
fantasies of rupture from our past, a past whose injuries we are always both repairing
through social movements and being surprised by when they erupt. In setting this work in
Philadelphia, the birthplace of American democracy, I situate racial matters and matters
of migration in relation to one another, suggesting that in the spaces between the realities
of racialized refuge and citizenship and how we feel about them, we might learn
something important about the contemporary United States.
My dissertation, therefore, begins from a critically important, though often
disavowed, acknowledgment. In the context of the United States,13 and of Philadelphia
specifically, studying the incorporation of humanitarian migrants requires an analytic lens
that accepts the contemporary legacies of foundational historical processes in the United
States: the displacement of Native populations, the forced migration of enslaved Africans,
indentured servitude, and other forms of racialized, classed, and gendered violence. That
we are a settler colonial landscape built through chattel slavery cannot be ignored when
investigating current phenomena. And when we ask ourselves whether we have indeed
gone back to four hundred years ago, it might help us to ask whether those pasts ever
really left us. In what follows, I intervene upon this political and theoretical landscape. I
explore the resonances between the mass migrations of refugees and the foundational
events of the transatlantic slave trade in the Americas. I ask what it might mean to
welcome refugees to hostile territories shaped by the disciplinary containment of black
life deemed un-human: a city saturated with histories of displacement and present-day
carceral logics.
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Turning to me one afternoon, my interlocutor Garuna said, in frustration, that
doctors and other refugee workers “act as though they dug us up from the dirt, brushed us
off, and we are only now becoming human.” Up from the Dirt is curious about what
kinds of humans refugees are and might become. If, as Christina Sharpe reminds us, we
are living “in the wake” of slavery, one in which “the hold is the slave ship hold; is the
hold of the so-called migrant ship; is the prison; is the womb that produces blackness,”
what might we make of refugee migrations in the wake of slavery,14 the plantation,15 and
deindustrialization?16 What are we to make of the articulations of human life in terms of
value, and what might these understandings reveal? What might we find if, rather than
centering Europe and its theorists in our analysis of contemporary refugee crises, we
understood how racial capitalism, formed upon the bedrock of the trade in humans,
continues to live on in these putatively more civilized times? Work in critical refugee
studies has recognized the importance of thinking relationally about subject formation in
the United States and beyond, teasing out the ways that Southeast Asian migration
intersects with Indigeneity, whiteness, and normativity. In turn, medical anthropology has
considered the ways that humanitarian interventions and humanitarian migrations alike
are always complicated by the political sphere.17 Much of this work, however, is
inadequately attentive to the importance of the politics of Black life and citizenship in the
United States.
Up from the Dirt is an extended argument for the centrality and importance of
insights from Black studies to the critical study of humanitarian migrations. In bringing
into view the specter of Blackness in refugee studies, what might we learn about the
potentialities and possibilities of citizenship and belonging for refugees in a nation so
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structured by its treatment of Black people? In complicating medical anthropological
conceptions of humanitarianism, I build upon Black feminist scholarship which reveals
how “the human” or “humanity” that is the object of humanitarianism is disciplined into
“full humans, not-quite-humans, and nonhumans,” as Alexander Weheliye suggests.18 I
situate emergent projects of United States citizenship within the racializing assemblages
intrinsic to humanitarianism that differentially make, discipline, govern subjects through
practices of care.
This dissertation is also a methodological intervention, an extended meditation on
the practice of anthropological scholarship which builds upon a wide archive of news
stories, government records, nonprofit accounts, and ethnographic encounters related to
the movement of human beings under duress across borders.19 I will foreground the
concept of refuge in order to unsettle conventional understandings of what it means to
study, think about, and resettle refugees. With large-scale population migration
recognized as a phenomenon of our times, smaller-scale displacements associated with
gentrification becoming ever common, and climate disaster on the horizon, the question
of refuge and its discontents is a question worth asking. To fail to do to so is to close our
eyes to some of the most pressing issues of our contemporary moment and all but ensure
that the futures we fear will come to pass.

Making Refuge: The United States Refugee Assistance Program
Perhaps the most cited and influential notion of what refuge entails inheres in the
international human rights apparatus that has evolved to make sense of what to do when
individuals have lost that most fundamental right of safety. Following the genocidal
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atrocities, mass displacements, and incredible economic and material devastation of the
Holocaust, the remaining world powers rose out of the rubble – the United States at the
helm – to begin establishing a new world order in which these things would never again
happen on the scale they did during World War II. One of the first tasks of the newlyformed United Nations was establishing an international set of guidelines for dealing with
mass displacement. Created in December 1950, the Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees - “a humanitarian and strictly non-political organization”20 has since been charged with providing protection to those who are defined as refugees.
While the 1951 UN Convention on Refugees was originally a time-limited
document meant to apply only to those displaced by the upheavals of the Second World
War, it has ultimately extended to become the standard for the international community in
defining the right to sanctuary and non-refoulement, the right not to be sent home to a
persecuting state. The standards and protocols it lays out have come to define
international refugee law – at least in theory if not always in practice – in the decades
since. This protocol so determines our conceptualization of displacement that nearly
every public lecture, article, or other media about refugeehood begins with this very
definition: a “refugee,” according to this document and its subsequent modifications in
1967, is any person who, “owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of
race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is
outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to
avail himself of the protection of that country… or who, not having a nationality and
being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is
unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.”21
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While many displaced persons find themselves within the same national
boundaries or dispersed in urban areas in other countries, many refugees find themselves
living in refugee camps under the shared governance of the UN High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR), a combination of NGOs, and state governments. Although this text
is a study of resettlement, it is worth noting that among what the UNHCR calls “durable
solutions” for displaced people (repatriation, integration into country of asylum, and
resettlement), resettlement applies to less than 1% of total displaced people, with a far
larger number spending an average of 25 years in refugee camps. In the contemporary
world, the larger question of displacement has been supplanted with the question of
official refugeehood and resettlement, but these political debates are quite dissimilar; in
the United States and other countries in the West, our attention is focused on the
relatively small trickle of potential refugees who enter our borders. This is despite the fact
that the overall burden of displacement is largely born by Global South nations, who
struggle to support millions of displaced people. On the global scale, however, the
concerns of Western nations overdetermine conversations about refugees, sparked by our
refusal to take our fair share of the burden.22
From an ethnographic perspective, an examination of refuge entails the analysis
of one of the core projects of American refuge-making: the refugee resettlement
program.23 While the United Nations established the guidelines for international
protocols detailing the appropriate treatment of refugees in the mid-twentieth century, the
United States did not establish formal protocols until the 1980s.24 The Office of Refugee
Resettlement (ORR), a federal administrative office, carries out the work of refugee
resettlement with assistance from eight voluntary agencies (VOLAGs) in a public-private
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partnership network scattered across the United States. These organizations perform the
everyday labor of settling refugees in communities across America: from finding housing,
securing social benefits, and registering children for school. In doing so, the ORR carries
out its “humanitarian obligation to serve the most vulnerable populations in this country.”
ORR states proudly that its “commitment to helping refugees and other vulnerable
populations … remains as strong as ever,” operating upon a principle that “refugees have
inherent capabilities and it strives to provide the benefits and services necessary to help
refugees and other vulnerable populations become self-sufficient and integrated members
of American society.”25 This study considers these every day forms of labor.

Refugee Studies
Refugees have been an important domain of study at the intersection of policy,
practice, and scholarship since the upheavals of the Second World War, particularly in
Europe.26 Core research in this work has been conducted at the Oxford Refugee Studies
Center, where scholars and development workers alike convene to produce knowledge
about the problem of displacement and how it must be appropriately handled, much of
which is shared through avenues like the Journal of Refugee Studies.
A large and influential body of literature takes as its site of the study of the refugee
camp. An unintended consequence of the global refugee regime, protracted displacement
in refugee camps has led to scenarios in which, caught between home and integration into
host societies, refugees are semi-permanently encamped in spaces which constitute the
“formation of a global space for the ‘humanitarian’ management of the most unthinkable
and undesirable populations of the planet.”27 In many cases, refugees are effectively
imprisoned in these camps, isolated from the ability to work or move freely beyond the
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walls of the camp, with their only hope to either eventually return to homes they have not
known for decades or be one of the one percent of refugees selected for third-country
resettlement. These developments have led to a study of the camp as a kind of quasiurban space with unique sociospatial characteristics.
The camp, too, has formed some of the most potent and pervasive theories of
what refugee life entails both experientially and politically. A growing mass of critical
theory has engaged the refugee as a figure who makes clear the grounds of — and limits
therein — of national sovereignty. Drawing from Agamben’s reworking of Foucauldian
theories of sovereignty, scholars have argued that the refugee is, ultimately, a “limit
concept that radically calls into question the fundamental categories of the nation-state,
from the birth-nation to the man-citizen link,” and which makes clear the concept of
Schmitt’s exception.28 In Homo Sacer, Agamben reads the scene of the concentration
camp in order to understand the origins of modern sovereignty, that which allots the
power to assert who lives and dies. The refugee, as figure, highlights the conceit of
contemporary sovereignty, making clear that homo sacer, that figure which can be killed
but not sacrificed and whose existence entails an intimacy with death.29 Writing against
Agamben’s notion of “bare life” – the state of being in which people are stripped of all
that would make them legible and recognizable as citizens, as humans – scholars of
refugees have argued that refugees are complex political actors who are not, ultimately,
stripped of their selves as dwellers of concentration camps may have been.30
Anthropological engagements such as Agier’s “Between War and City,” for example,
bring insights from urban anthropology to refugee camps, arguing that these sites are
complex political formations in their own where political subjectivities emerge under
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conditions of political and economic suppression. Other scholars, too, have questioned
Agamben’s emphasis on the Holocaust, pointing out other forms of concentration and
domination – from the internment camp to the prison, the slave ship to the plantation – as
other sites where the core questions he elaborates became clear.31 Drawing into
conversation insights from scholars of the colonial condition, for example, scholars have
understood other forms of social death32 and troubled assumptions about modern
sovereignty and how to study it.
The camp has formed new ways of understanding the relationships of population
to space and territory. The persistence of what were originally intended to be temporary
resting grounds produces new, novel conditions of life; “social and cultural complexities
emerge with the formation of the novel sociospatial form of ‘city-camps’ in which new
identities crystallize and subjectivation takes root.”33 In theory, the camp condition is one
that produces a space suspended from the surrounding legal, social, and political order.
But in its present form, the camp threatens our notions of the nation-state and our concept
of the urban. They become places where “people are born and die waiting to go home.”34
Liisa Malkki’s work on camp life has produced perhaps the most famous contestation of
the representation of refugees. Her work has uplifted refugees as a challenge to the
“national order of things,”35 as well as indicated the ways that refugees experience
complex sociocultural worlds that exceed the refugee label to more granular, locally
important modes of signification. Rather than homogenizing the refugee label, she
considers how localized histories of ethnic, classed, and gendered relations between
subgroups form important contexts for understanding refugee life in camps and, I would
argue elsewhere. From her work I have taken inspiration to consider the heterogeneity
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within refugee labels, searching for the complex tensions beneath that may tell us
something not only about what it is like to be a refugee but also what the power of this
label elides.
Other research has taken seriously the concerns of refugee integration into other
societies, whether in the case of urban refugees who blend into the cities which they call
home, successfully evading encampment, or the one percent of refugees who experience
resettlement. More development-minded and less critical takes focus primarily on the
factors which lead to successful integration36 and minimal dependence on social services.
However, these works have been primarily done about refugees and are under continual
critique for the ways that they frame the refugee as the problem, rather than a symptom of
broader inequalities wrought by capitalism, colonialist expansion and its aftermath,
neocolonial extractive arrangements, and other geopolitical forms that are not accidents
or mere facts of nature but rather produced contexts. Responding to the need for critical
work which takes on the refugee as reflective of, rather than merely productive of, social
problems, I follow Yen Espiritu’s conceptualization of a more critical refugee studies, one
that acts as a corrective to assimilation-focused studies sympathetic to the US
government and other empires. As she argues, “we need to imbue the term ‘refugee’ with
social and political critiques—that is, to conceptualize ‘the refugee’ not as an object of
investigation, but rather as a paradigm ‘whose function [is] to establish and make
intelligible a wider set of problems.’”37 Critical refugee studies asks us to acknowledge
that the refugee “is no simple figure.”38 Describing the refugee as “a historical event, a
legal classification, an existential condition of suspension or surrender (Agamben
understands the refugee as ‘nothing less than a limit concept’), and a focal point for
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rescue or rehabilitation,” Mimi Thi Nguyen reminds us that “the refugee figure is mired
in complicated and ever emerging matrices and crises of referentiality within political as
well as ontological processes of signification and subjectivization.”39 This work furthers
this point, thinking particularly of the ways that bringing Black life into the frame helps
us understand what forms of signification and subjectification refugees undergo when
placed into scenes so saturated with questions of Black citizenship and belonging.
Representations of refugees are widely divergent. On the one hand, as the
potential perpetrators of terror and violence or possible drains on economic systems,
refugees are objects of fear and mistrust, represented as a deluge or influx that threatens
the status quo. On the other, as particularly deserving objects of sympathy and kind
regard, refugees can be presented as an ideal recipient of care, associated as they are with
trauma, violence, and victimhood.40 Critical scholarship in refugee studies and
humanitarianism intervenes upon both of these representations, contesting the purported
criminality of refugees while contesting their representation as faceless masses. Inspired
by a recent spate of work in critical refugee studies that engages refuge and refugees as
mutually constitutive, I examine the refugee resettlement project and its everyday
workings as acts of making refuge.41 At the same time, I am careful not to conflate refuge
with resettlement. Recent work in refugee studies suggests that conflating these processes
with one another does a disservice to those refugees whose experiences reveal the
incompleteness of what awaits them at the end of a long journey.42 There, they often find
that what the UN would describe as a “durable solution” is merely the beginning of a new
phase of life fraught with challenges both seen and unforeseen. In attending to this sense
of what Ramsay calls “impossible refuge,”43 this work seeks to understand how refugees
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and refuge, in mutual entanglement with one another, may allow us to consider the space
of Philadelphia and the United States more broadly. Insofar as the work of making refuge
is incomplete, it is because of an inattentiveness to the racialization of refuge, inadequate
understandings of rupture and partial practices of repair, and a cruelly optimistic44
relationship to liberal forms of care and redress.

Rhyming Resonances
I have heard it said that “history doesn’t repeat itself, but it sometimes rhymes.”45
This work is attentive to the sense of rhyming – an iterative pattern of sameness in
difference that alerts us both to the sonic shifts from one line to the next, from one
moment to another, while retaining something of the structure of what we have just
heard. While conducting research, I became attentive to a kind of recurrence that wasn’t
quite repetition but wasn’t entirely dissimilar from it either.46 Up from the Dirt asks us to
consider what the resonances of those echoes might mean, what kinds of violent colonial
and racial pasts contemporary practice is haunted by, and what the implications of this
are for producing new practices, new realities, and new worlds from the present. Probing
the structural and affective dimensions of refugee resettlement, I am interested in how
present-day processes of movement and settlement are haunted by the histories of the city
and nation in which they take place. I draw out questions of refuge throughout my study
of humanitarian practices of making refuge and caring for others – from refugees to other
members of the urban poor – in Philadelphia. My chapters highlight historical continuity
and disjuncture, eschewing claims that nothing has changed while emphasizing the
resonances between then and now. Throughout, questions about how we should attend to
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human suffering, about shared communal obligation, and about rescue and repair,
structure the work.
I develop and explore three thematic concerns and their relationships to one
another: racialized refuge, rupture/resilience/repair, and the cruel optimism of care.
Beginning from the core of my ethnographic fieldwork conducted in Philadelphia from
2013 to 2018 in a refugee resettlement organization, a refugee-serving clinic, and city and
statewide meetings about refugees, this work also draws upon several other sources.
There is a wealth of representation about successive refugee crises in the twentieth and
twenty-first century archives of the Philadelphia Inquirer and the Philadelphia Daily
News, from which I obtained much of my material; I draw, too, from archives of other
newspapers like The New York Times. Legal records and refugee policy papers also shape
my analysis, particularly in chapters 2 and 5. Research and policy are, too, particularly
intertwined in the case of refugee studies;47 for an understanding of the philosophy of
policy and the shape of care, I draw upon contemporary research about refugees and
other marginalized populations across the fields of anthropology, sociology, economics,
political science, public health, and medicine. Through a creative synthesis of these
materials, I explore historical, anthropological, and practical concerns about the
(im)possibility of refuge in the United States.

Racialized refuge: race as social, spatial, and affective relation
This work centers upon the idea of racialized refuge, which refers to the
temporally and spatially configured understandings of what refuge means, who it is for,
and how it should be made within the context of the United States.48 Taking the refugee
as a concept or figure with which to draw out critiques of the nation-state, I suggest that
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the practice of making refuge in Philadelphia is shaped by the racial relations that
structure political, social, and economic life in the United States. Philadelphia is a site of
resettlement that is fundamentally racialized. In speaking of racialization, I follow
scholars who understand race not as a biological fact but rather a socially produced and
politically reinforced domain of power, one which “discipline[s] humanity into full
humans, not-quite-humans, and nonhumans,” as Alexander Weheliye notes.49 Race, as “a
master category, a kind of template for patterns of inequality, marginalization, and
difference throughout U.S. history,”50 provides a useful analytical category in
understanding the simultaneous production of refugees and refuge because of the ways it
is both constitutes and is constituted by other modes of difference, from gender and
sexuality to ability and nation. In understanding that other forms of difference are
refracted through and interact with techniques of racial domination, this work draws out
the relations between refugees as fundamentally structured by these relations.51 In this
moment of crisis, as in other moments, “it is racial difference that is most routinely and
insistently pressed into the service of rationalizing the fractures and always potentially
traumatic eruptions that mutilate the fantasy of ‘national’ wholeness.”52
Thus, my accounting of racialized refuge draws upon theorists of race and
refugeehood who emphasize that race and the practices it shapes and is shaped by are
relational and processual. In her seminal study of Cambodian refugee migrations in
California, Aihwa Ong argues that Cambodian refugees were caught between two related
social forms of American racial ideology: racial bipolarism, which situated migrant
groups between two poles (Black and white)53 and a historical orientalism. For Ong,
America has been defined as white: real Americans were white and only of a particular
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kind, meaning that immigrant groups either were slowly assimilated into whiteness or
were permanently in a state in which they “existed on the outside or in some borderland
between the white and black ends of the racial continuum.”54 Relatedly, research in
Asian-American and refugee studies has illuminated how model minority myths applied
selectively to particular groups serve as a disciplining ideology that punishes racialized
groups deemed to have failed at pulling themselves up.55
Rather than a strictly comparative mode in which the experiences of racial groups
are considered to be separate and are thus pitted against one another, I seek out instead to
find the connections and relations between groups. Relationality “involves mapping
conditions in their interactivity, drawing out their transforming impacts”; as an analytical
underpinning, it “offers a cartography of reiterative impacts, of their transformations and
redirections.”56 In the context of the United States, racialization is forged through capital,
settler colonialism, and white supremacy. These structures produce a relational form of
value, one whose contours I hope to tease out in relation to the making of refuge in
Philadelphia. As Lisa Marie Cacho notes, “value is made intelligible relationally,”57 with
race acting as a “methodology of social value” that is “used to contest erasure, reveal
neglect, call out contradictions, claim injustice, and make explicit hidden assumptions
that justified and reproduced narratives about already not-valued lives of color.”58
Understanding how racialization relies upon complex structures of relative value –
sometimes in the form of simple hierarchies, other times in more complicated
manifestations – requires an openness to seeing surprising details in unexpected places.59
Throughout this dissertation, I am interested in the number of ways in which the
differential valuations of racialization manifest themselves in the making of Philadelphia
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as refuge. While I will present more information about the contemporary political, social,
and economic landscape of Philadelphia in chapter two and its history in chapter one, I
want to mark here that as the poorest large city in the United States, it boasts a 26%
poverty rate and was in a state of population decline from the 1960s until very recently.
At the height of Southeast Asian refugee resettlement through the late 1970s and early
1980s, employment opportunities were shrinking, an increasing number of white
residents of the city were fleeing for the suburbs, and the future of the city appeared
bleak. While Philadelphia is now in a state of revival, part of the work of this project is to
understand how the city has been in an acutely racial economic distress marked by the
concentration of poor people of color, shaping what possibilities of urban renewal appear
possible and influencing the acceptance of migrants as an attractive mechanism for the
city’s development.
This dissertation relies heavily upon newspaper articles describing aspects of the
integration of various refugee groups to Philadelphia, centered particularly on coverage
of refugee migrations in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the 1990s, and the present day.
As I will show throughout but particularly in chapters one, two, and three, local and
national news depict Southeast Asian refugees from varying nations in different ways
from Cuban, Haitian, and contemporary Syrian refugees. These appear through
descriptions of modernity and agrarian backwardness, propensity for criminality, docility,
and overall deservingness. The media record in Philadelphia, as in other contexts,
displays that refugeehood is not just a racialized category in general, but carries within it
varying forms of racialization based upon country of origin, conditions of arrival, and
time of migration.60
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My second argument with respect to the racialization of refuge is that, in many of
the cases, however, what is described is not merely refugee life but also narratives of
contact between refugees and other racialized communities; the work of racializing
refuge(e)s61 is also to racialize the “citizen” other.62 In the context of Philadelphia,
characterizations of the figure of the refugee are made in implicit contrast to Blackness.
In particular, hostilities between refugee groups and Black Philadelphians populate the
archival record and continue to do so to this day; part of the work of making refuge on
the part of the city, then, is dealing with these tensions. I refer to this labor as a dual work
of facilitating integration and promoting resilience. In chapter three, I elaborate on
intercultural conflict using an analytical method of relation, describing the ways that
refugees and Black Americans alike draw upon strategies for understanding their
relationships to others and claims for space and citizenship using tools offered to us by
liberalism and racial capitalism. The roots of these conflicts, I argue lie not only in
interpersonal prejudice but structural inequalities that pit marginalized groups against one
another instead of against racialized social structure.63 Structures of relation, comparison,
and racialization take shape also in the context of care work. This will be most evident in
chapter four, where I discuss the refugee body, thinking about the clinic as a site where
refugees are comparatively racialized through practices of infectious disease
management, the treatment of unexplained somatic symptoms, and a practice of care
which emphasizes cultural difference and geography.
To speak to refuge’s racialization is to assert that there is something important
about the racialized social scene of the United States to the work of both making and
finding refuge. This argument builds critically upon existing work in critical refugee
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studies, from Eric Tang’s consideration of the relationship of Cambodian refugees to the
Bronx and the black “hyperghetto,” to Yen Le Espiritu’s assertion that we must consider
the relationship of American empire and statecraft to the kinds of militarized refuge
offered to Vietnamese (and other) refugees. While many studies of refugees have taken
on this project from the perspective of refugees themselves, this work examines the
nature of racialized refuge through a study, primarily, of those institutions that aim to
make refuge for forced migrants through practices of care. Woman of color feminisms
and queer of color critique also shape my understanding of racialized refuge as a concept
which underscores the importance of class formations, gender, sexuality, and abledbodiedness to the formation of whiteness and its others. This conceptual strand considers
how the attempt to produce the refugee not only as an ideal citizen-worker but one who
can ultimately reform the failing urban context of Philadelphia is an inherently raced,
classed, and gendered project, as I will demonstrate in chapter two. Refuge represents a
spatial promise, one which takes place on a temporal horizon in a future found elsewhere;
though, as I will show particularly in chapter three, this proves to be challenging.
Ultimately, I argue along with and other scholars of refuge in the United States, that as
Eric Tang notes “refuge is never found, that discourses on rescue mask a more profound
urban reality characterized by racialized geographic enclosure, displacement from formal
labor markets, unrelenting poverty, and the criminalization of daily life.”64

Beyond trauma: rupture & repair
The characterization of Philadelphia as a racialized refuge is also related to
understandings of rupture and its attendant repair. In other words, I am a reluctant
participant in conversations about trauma and its aftermath. As I have noted above,
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refugees are considered ideal recipients of care in part because of their association with
the traumas of state violence. Perhaps for this reason and the ubiquity of trauma
discourses as they are applied to refugees, I have been reluctant – no, in fact, utterly
resistant – to working with trauma in my dissertation. This, despite the fact that trauma
was everywhere: from our clinical evaluations with refugees to city meetings to media
campaigns, the language of trauma emerged consistently, insistently working its way into
nearly every conversation. Philadelphia is also positioned occasionally as a leader in
citywide trauma-informed care.
I borrow my characterization of rupture from scholars critical of psychoanalytic and
biomedical understandings of trauma which impose individualized, Western notions of
damage onto other contexts, from refugee camps in post-conflict zones to communities in
the aftermath of colonization.65 As scholars have noted, “the metaphor of trauma draws
attention to the ways that extremes of violence break bodies and minds, leaving indelible
marks even after healing and recovery.”66 But, insofar as it focuses on individualized
experiences of violence, injury, and recovery, so too does trauma flatten those
experiences and untether them from the communities in which they take place. Some
scholars have suggested that alternative frameworks, like rupture, offer ways to
understand communal harm. Behrouzan has argued, for example, that “if trauma is
individual, ruptures are shared; they are intersubjectively interpreted, legitimized, and
reconstructed as part of the makeup of generational demarcations.”67 Rupture offers a
language to consider “the complexity, multiplicity, and diffusion of historical conditions
and their afterlife.”68 As the ways that history is lived, remembered, and reprocessed,
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ruptures cause us to see anew how the past folds upon the present, not only as individual
but collective experience.
While recognizing the importance of considering rupture in relation to
understandings of trauma, I also mobilize the term rupture to indicate how liberal
modernity is continually articulating a rupture from the past, gesturing towards a freer
future unencumbered by old inheritances. Drawing a linkage between Black Americans
and Indigenous Australians, Elizabeth Povinelli notes that as the part that has no part,
“they are used to hearing that the harms in their present lives should be bracketed… used
to being aggressively abandoned within a temporal horizon of a future perspective: a
future from whose perspective their present suffering has already been mourned and
buried.”69 This refers to those things we might call quasi-events, whose making of slow
death is both so routine and so pervasive as to escape the notice of those who wish to
ignore it. What we know of the ways that liberal regimes conceptualize injury is that they
simultaneously efface collectivity and the past, rushing rapidly towards modes of redress
that paper over, rather than truly heal, what ails us.
By framing the work this way, I also want to attend to moments which do not quite
meet the criteria for eventfulness. “If events are things that we can say happened such
that they have a certain objective being,” Povinelli reminds us, “then quasi-events never
quite achieve the status of having occurred or taken place.”70 Such quasi-events may
have happened, but somehow, they do not quite strike the collective consciousness.
Chapter one, in particular, describes such moments. They are historical moments which
evolve into structures, like the displacement of Native communities and the ongoing
quasi-event of settler colonialism, to the still ongoing wound of transatlantic slavery and
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its aftermath. This dissertation does not claim to unearth these ruptures or rise them to the
level of eventfulness. Instead, it attempts to weave such quasi-events into a telling of how
things come to pass and come to be forgotten through the repetitions characteristic of the
slow, cruddy ordinariness of everyday violence.71 I am intrigued by how political
discourses and ethical forms of action come to be determined by what passes for
eventfulness; when we consider, for example, the making of refuge from a decolonial
perspective, what does it ask of us? Repair in this setting may look like the restoration of
land, the end of empire, the beginning of new frameworks for thinking about the spatial
promise of refuge. Or, it may not.
Drawing on psychoanalytic conceptualizations of social and psychic life, in
attending to rupture and repair I am interested in thinking through the processes that
shape the making of racialized refuge in the context of Philadelphia. What, we might ask,
should we make of shock brought about by the contemporary moment? In this work, I
characterize these moments of surprise at our contemporary moment as the collective
fantasies of rupture from our past, a past whose injuries we are always both repairing
through social movements and being surprised by when they erupt. Understanding both
scenes of rupture and repair helps us think through what the political life of producing
racialized refuge is structured by and who it is being made for. When our steady march
forward on a timeline of progress is interrupted, as we have seen with the case of the
Libyan slave trade in refugees or the shock of the Trump administration’s consistent
furthering of racially discriminatory immigration policy, public discourse about the past
in the present rings of a cyclical forgetting and selective remembering that shapes
political subjectivities. Concerns about rupture and its repair structure, too, practices of
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attending to traumatized refugee bodies and minds, as, too, do they inform techniques for
caring for refugees and other members of the urban poor. In an era of trauma-informed
care,72 then, these questions of rupture and repair are as important to daily practice as
they are to broader questions about what kind of place we are and what kind we may
come to be.
As a legal form for recognizing trauma, refugeehood asks us to consider
important questions about the nature of rupture and repair. We might ask, as Deborah
Thomas does, what repair feels like, or how we might know if it has arrived. Repair, as
the historically entangled and contingent counterpart to reparation, “demands an active
listening, a mutual recognizing, an acknowledging of complicity at all levels – behavioral
evidence of profound interior transformations that are ongoing.” 73 The question of
relation underpins Thomas’ engagement with what comes after now and it has been a
driving analytic at the core of this work. What are we to make of a world saturated with
social relations: yes, those moments of connection or disjuncture between humans in
social space, to be sure, but also the relations between particular kinds of bodies, the
institutional and juridical apparatuses designed to maintain them, the spaces in which it
makes sense for them to be cared for and the sense that there is a community within
which trauma matters and which, when one is exterior to it, leaves one’s pain unable to
be addressed? I engage these questions in chapter five, in which I try to understand the
ways that legal structures of recognition produce communities of traumatized subjects
with uneasy criteria for belonging.

Humanitarian reason: making refuge and the cruel optimism of care
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Finally, the cruel optimism of care gestures towards my third set of observations
and questions about the affective nature of making racialized refuge in Philadelphia. How
and when we choose to care is reflective of an embodied and felt set of investments. For
refugees specifically, these investments are often shot through with tension. Here, I am
inspired by Lauren Berlant’s descriptions of the affective double-bind that life often
places us in. Her book Cruel Optimism describes attachments which, themselves, impede
our survival. Optimism, Berlant notes, is imbued in all attachments; it’s that “sustaining
inclination to return to the scene of fantasy that enables you to expect that this time,
nearness to this thing will help you or a world to become different in just the right
way.”74
Throughout my fieldwork, I often asked people why and how they came to work
with refugee populations; for many, the answers were familial, personal, and always
deeply felt. They felt an intimacy with refugees and their plight, whether real or
imagined, which brought them to invest their labor in scenes of care. Drawing upon these
insights, I began, too, to consider care more expansively. I define care as that which is
made through relations and shaped by local histories, per Ramah McKay’s understanding
– in a different context – of the relational world that care both builds and is built by. Care
gestures towards “material, social, epistemological, and medical work,” and concepts of
care “reflect normative political claims about what the state is or should be and serve to
index caring subjects and subjectivities in ways that are raced, classed, and gendered.”75
While my concerns are, indeed, with those who might call themselves caregivers, from
social workers to nurses or physicians, I am also interested in caring as that which
delineates which matters are of concern. Care is also “the way someone comes to matter
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and the corresponding ethics of attending to the other who matters.”76 It is constituted
through a diverse set of practices, from accompanying newly resettled refugees to the
welfare office, holding a stethoscope to a chest, or writing a profile of refugees in the
local newspaper. Modes of caring take diverse forms, elevating lives to matters of
concern. Following Lisa Stevenson, my dissertation is an attempt to take account of “the
ambivalence of our desires and the messiness of our attempts to care.”77 Stevenson’s
conceptualization of care allows her to attend to uncertain objects, in fact to tackle
uncertainty itself: unsteady questions about whether our care is as effectual as we hope it
might be, whether it does more harm than we might intend, whether we should keep
going on as we do. These are questions which plague any and all of us who have a critical
gaze and an attentiveness to our own desires for/to help. Care, in its attempts to alleviate
suffering, may also produce and reproduce structures of inequality, differential access to
citizenship, and variegated access to categories of deservingness.78 Understanding that
there are numerous “casualties of care,”79 I am attentive to the unintended consequences
of caring for refugees in all the ways this might entail.
Making sense of these ambiguities has been a challenge. Throughout, I consider
our attachments to the idea that widespread media coverage of the refugee crisis, the
resulting political mobilizations (whether in person or online), and general calls for a
strengthening of the liberal regime of recognizing the impacts of state violence, will
ultimately change what appear to be relatively durable structures that produce both slow
and spectacular forms of death. This cruel optimism of care picks up many of my
concerns about the representation of refugees, from news articles to posts on social
media, while also considering what the actual practice of refugee care looks like. Far
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from the intense and exciting reality imagined when I tell people I work with refugees,
the actual work of refugee care turns out to be mundane but also truly frustrating. Much
like the structural violence which impedes refugees’ attempts at survival, our attempts to
intervene upon these structures are slow, stuttering, and often fail. As I elaborate
particularly in chapters two, four, and five, there are many things which overdetermine
how the making of refuge takes shape, from the everyday bureaucracy of housing
refugees, enrolling their children in school, or arranging medical checkups to the more
recognizably political work of staking claims for refugees in an increasingly hostile
climate. Slow bureaucracies, the imperatives of maintaining funding, hostile political
climates, and the all-too-short duration of social support haunt our ability to truly make a
refuge for refugees who come here. Ultimately, despite knowing this, many of my
interlocutors maintain an attachment to the idea of refugee resettlement as it stands, to the
partial political solutions that immigration status offers, and to the idea that we are
making a difference despite it all. While I aim not to solve this conundrum, I do mark it
as one which structures much of the process of making refuge.
At the intersection of racialized refuge, rupture/repair, and the cruelly optimistic
nature of care, I hope to intervene upon questions about the nature of our ability to truly
repair the wounds produced by the racial capitalist world order and ongoing American
empire. Humanitarian sentiment and its attendant methods of caring for and attending to
suffering are fundamental features of not only American life, but that in the Global North
more generally, as Didier Fassin has argued.80 However, the contemporary moment, with
its return to right-wing politics and the seeming failures of multiculturalism, has forced us
to encounter putatively new challenges in our conceptualizations of the human and what

28

it means to care. Up from the Dirt is an attempt to both challenge the new-ness of today
while exploring the implications of these ongoing tensions for the practice of making
refuge in Philadelphia. As an emblem of American democracy situated within a state
founded as a site of refuge, the City of Brotherly Love offers a key site to think through
how these concepts come together to form the historical present.
These related interests are also forged through my methodological practices of
ferreting out racialized refuge, rupture/repair, and the optimism of care. To learn more
about how these questions intersect, I engaged in what Espiritu has called “critical
juxtaposing”81 and which scholars in cultural and ethnic studies have described as
practices of analytical relation.82 These methods, and the creation of the archive which
they proffered, gave me the tools to understand what the optimistic relationship of
making refuge is and represents. I followed these impulses, too, by further submerging
myself in the world of people who care for and attend to refugees: as a clinician and
volunteer with varied refugee communities, I developed further a subjectivity of one who
does this very mode of caring, and as this work unfolds, you will see this is a mode from
which I derive purpose and about which I have deep ambivalence. Wherever I have been
able to, I have probed the analytic and affective roots of this ambivalence — and those
moments of what are we really doing here anyway? produce many of the most important
insights of the dissertation.

Notes on Method
Through archival research, ethnographic participant observation at a refugee
resettlement organization and refugee clinic, and contemporary media analysis, one of the
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goals of this project is to examine the commitments, practices, and ideologies of refuge
embedded in the goals of the United States Office of Refugee Resettlement as they are
carried out through daily practice in sites of care. The ethnographic component of this
research stems first from personal experiences I have had working in the space of refugee
and asylum issues in Philadelphia since 2013. In 2013, I began work with a medical
student clinic associated with Physicians for Human Rights. Under the auspices of this
group, medical students paired with clinicians (psychologists and physicians primarily) to
conduct medical, gynecological, and psychiatric examinations for people seeking asylum.
This work spiraled into involvement in a local refugee clinic for newly resettled refugees,
where I designed specific programming for refugee women from six different countries
and supervised other medical students. In time, I came to realize that this site would
prove instructive for some aspects of understanding refugee care in Philadelphia, but I
became interested in other sites where I could examine strategies for caring for refugees
and making refuge. In time, I would come to volunteer in the resettlement office doing
cultural orientations at an organization I call Migrant Aid Services (MAS),1 teach health
education to Liberian elders in another organization, interview volunteers and staff at a
number of organizations around the city and befriend refugees from around the world
who worked as staff in these organizations.
In time, too, I would become interested in furthering this somewhat web-like
method. The reasons for this are motivated by what I see as a problem in refugee studies,
where practices of delimitation run rampant. Refugees tend to be spatially and
representationally isolated, whether through the emphasis on camp-based environments,

This, like all other names of individuals (who are not public officials) and all organizations, is a
pseudonym.
1
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studies of a single ethnicity or nation-state of origin, or an attention only to those
recognized by the UN and other regulatory bodies, a scholarly practice that makes it hard
to situate refugees within broader political-economic and institutional processes. While
understanding the very real methodological and analytic concerns that produce such
work83, as I have elaborated a method of critical refugee studies which draws upon
inspiration from Espiritu, I have come to favor approaches which are relational in nature.
Taking up this call, I frame refugees as what Keith Feldman has called a relational figure
– a specter of both morally-obligating suffering and protection from invasion – whose
involvement in racial project-making establishes the refugee category as one that
highlights the foundational structures of American society, from settler colonialism to the
Black-white binary.84 This work does engage specific refugee groups, but it is confined
neither to a particular national nor ethnic group nor, ultimately, to a particular temporal
period.85
Practically, my study of the making of refuge, then, has taken me to a variety of
places: I followed the concept of refuge to various sites in the city, focusing my gaze
upon those institutions that designate themselves as refugee-serving institutions. This has
ranged from following doctors and refugee friends around the city and helping them with
projects, volunteering for specific organizations, attending local city events, monitoring
social media and major news outlets for news about refugees, and keeping tabs on the
policy landscape. This has been, in a word, chaotic. Part of this chaos comes from the
absence of boundedness that necessarily comes with studying boundary-making, but part
of this is because, despite the orderliness of NGOs as they are represented in glossy
magazines, the reality of each day is disorganization: meetings canceled, clients who

31

don’t arrive, papers that don’t get filed on time, funding that doesn’t come through, and
the ordinary chaos of entering a lobby filled with people speaking six different languages;
the cacophony of immigration management.
My decision not to center a particular refugee group, however, is not only based
upon an analytical desire to do the relational work of understanding comparative
racialization. It also stems, too, from concerns about a population under heavy scrutiny.
While the refugee population in Philadelphia has been substantively and politically
important, it has also always, after the first wave in the 1980s, been a relatively small
population. No more than one thousand refugees are resettled in Philadelphia each year,
often with numbers much smaller than this; while other forms of successive migration
mean the population is slightly larger than projected, UN-recognized refugees still make
up a small portion of this city. Despite their small population, refugees are heavily
studied, particularly within medical institutions. When I first began considering
fieldwork, I encountered study after study which had been conducted on relatively small
populations, and I heard from refugee caseworkers (especially those who had previously
come as refugees themselves) about a kind of fatigue of institutional contact experienced
by many refugees. Concerned about this, but also curious, I shifted from a concern about
particularities of refugee lives to a broader question: what drives the engine of furious
activity, from specific acts of care to representative labor, on this small population? What
are the questions that we might ask about how and why institutions have come to invest
particular kinds of labor in refugees, and what are the outcomes of their efforts? I do this
not to suggest that refugees themselves are not important, but to turn my gaze upwards, as
Laura Nader suggests,86 to see what might come of this act of problematization.

32

My dissertation also brought up concerns about what it means to do work at home
among people with whom you have lived and worked every day and will continue to do
so long after the study is complete. This project, intricately related to the ideas I
developed as a second-year medical student fresh off of clinical rotations, is deeply
informed by my dual identity as a physician-anthropologist and my experiences as an
immigrant and queer Black woman who grew up in rural parts of the United States.87 An
insider ethnography of sorts, this work has forced me to draw upon my own subject
positions in order to negotiate differing forms of identification with each of the kinds of
interlocutors I have found through the course of this work. As I describe further in the
epilogue, my own background as an immigrant Black woman who integrated into racially
loaded scenes, from Flushing, Queens to eastern Tennessee shaped the kinds of questions
I found compelling and those which I thought I might be able to answer. In many ways,
particularly when working with African refugee populations, I was considered one of
“them” in ways that might not have been true were I to have been white, or had I been
born in the United States. While I had strong identifications with many of the migrants I
worked with directly, I also drew upon my relationship to caregiving. As a trainee in both
medicine and anthropology, disciplines predicated upon caring for and attending to the
other, I held a similar position to the volunteers and staff at the refugee-serving
institutions I studied. That is to say that I am a class-privileged, well-meaning practitioner
of care with my own tangled emotions in engaging my clients and patients. Many of the
interns I worked alongside were university students planning future careers in human
rights, as I once was. I worked for years alongside medical students, residents, and
attending physicians whose investments in caring for refugees mirrored my own. Social
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workers and case managers, too, had a lot in common with me: simultaneously invested
in and critical of their work, much of what I write in this dissertation about the
contemporary practice of integrating refugees are observations they, too, could make and
have made to me.
This position as an insider ethnographer, along with my personal ethic about
research, means that my work has an ambivalent relationship to critique. While an
anthropology of one’s own society often facilitates modes of critique that going abroad
might not, critiquing one’s colleagues and those who share much in common with you is
a delicate act. As someone who has worked in this field not only for this ethnography but
as the basis of a career, I am careful to think about how my critiques may be received. In
particular, I have struggled to navigate the delicate balance between a critique of
individual’s actions within a system and personal attack. A moment from a few years into
the field illustrates this point well. Unbeknownst to me, my supervisor at Migrant Aid
Services, Brittany, was invited to an event in Philadelphia about the problem of refugee
migration and integration. I had been very minimally involved in the planning of the
event, and I’d suggested they invite a friend of mine, a young anthropologist who worked
on refugee integration abroad, to present. During her presentation, the anthropologist
critiqued the resettlement workers she had worked with for their narrow focus on
economic adjustment and employment, frustrated by their inability to see the refugees
they worked with as whole people beyond their neoliberal ability to integrate into the
market. These are critiques I share (and which, in fact, I discuss at length in chapter two),
and at the time I felt satisfied that I’d indirectly injected a critical lens into what was
otherwise a relatively uncritical set of panels.
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A few days later, I went to Migrant Aid Services to help with some things, and
she called me into her office. She asked what I’d thought of the conference, and in
particular what I’d thought of this one anthropologist. Explaining that we were friends, I
said I’d enjoyed her talk and asked what she thought of it. Brittany then launched into a
frustrated tirade about how unfair the representations had been. “Of course we know that
our refugees are whole people, but we also know they eventually have to pay their own
bills and won’t be able to get help from us anymore,” she sighed. She told me she took
the critique to heart and even jotted down some notes about it, but she retained her
annoyance that my friend hadn’t acknowledged the enormous structures which
incentivized those priorities. Without a focus on economic integration, she argued, the
organization wouldn’t be able to meet their targets, would lose funding, and then they
wouldn’t be able to help anyone.
As much as possible, I have tried to contextualize my critical focus on all my
interlocutors’ behavior, present and past, as situated within structures that apply
economic, temporal, and representative pressures upon my interlocutors. In analyzing the
practices of resettlement in chapter two, flight to the suburbs in chapter three, or the
practices of clinicians in chapter four, my understanding of their behaviors is decidedly
structural.88 While this is always the project of the anthropological gaze, it is more often
applied to marginalized populations portrayed as striving for life under the grinding
pressures of contemporary life. In this work, like much work in the anthropology of
humanitarianism and global health, I focus on the labor of middle- and upper middleclass professionals in the field of refugee resettlement. I hope to fairly show how their
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actions, too, are situated within a complex web of competing motivators, from economic
incentives to affective attachments to particular ways of doing things.
In addition to perspectives drawn from literature about refugees and people who
work with them, I draw upon knowledge I have gained from conversations with refugees
that took shape informally, and from my extensive experience volunteering with them.
While they are not foregrounded in the text as individuals opened up to the prying gaze of
others, I am deeply indebted to their insights, as well as to an extensive set of readings
across the studies of refugeehood, diaspora, and exile which inform my work. I have
particularly drawn upon ethnographers, poetry, novels, film, and social media
engagements of refugees themselves, from Mai Der Vang’s Aftermath to Mosin Hamid’s
Exit West to the recent essay collection The Displaced, to engagements with young
refugees speaking out about their experiences on social media. These works, along with
social theory, media analysis, and ethnographic engagement with the institutions of
refugee management, form the basis for the reflections I will offer as the dissertation
unfolds.

An ethnographic practice of history: on archives
Ethnography has been described as “a pragmatic inquiry into conceptual
disjunctures.”89 As an ethnographic encounter derived with an emphasis on the durable
colonial history of the United States and hauntings of the past in the present, my work
follows Ann Stoler’s examination of what she calls duress in order to seek out,
ethnographically and historically, “the temporal and affective space in which colonial
inequities endure and the forms in which they do so.”90 Duress articulates “colonial
histories of the present” in three modes, examining “extended protracted temporalities”
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and those “hardened, tenacious qualities of colonial effects” that represent the alwaysalready of colonial inequities in the form of racialized, classed, and gendered domination
through politics of knowledge and physical violence.91 Understanding these phenomena
necessitates an approach attuned to the contours of both the past and the present.
In their exposition of the relationship between history and ethnography, Jean and
John Comaroff write that “for historiography, as for ethnography, it is the relations
between fragments and fields that pose the greatest analytic challenge.”92 As this work
engages deeply with the practices of both history and ethnography, the questions of
relation and fragmentation posed deep problems, including: “How, then, do we connect
parts to ‘totalities’? How do we redeem the fragments?”93 These questions haunted me
throughout this project, and they shaped the daily work of ethnographic and archival
practice that I took on in assembling this text. Despite not quite knowing at the outset
how I might create an ethnographically-informed archive of refuge in Philadelphia, it felt
important and necessary, in part because as my research progressed it became clear that
understanding the racialized character of refuge depended upon the kind of idiosyncratic
relation of fragments to which the Comaroffs refer.
I found fragments of refuge94 – or more often, failed refuge – in far flung places,
from 18th century political revolutions an ocean away to more quotidian questions about
rental prices and vaccine schedules. Drawing together these diverse temporal frames was
experimental, producing less an absolute answer to the questions that my examination of
refuge provoked but an offering of one method with which to grapple with them. In
pulling into the same view wide temporal frames, phenomena, and - most notably populations, whose lived experiences are imagined to be separate from one another, I
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hope to illustrate through example the ways these populations enjoy an intimacy, to
borrow from Lisa Lowe, whose depth is often ignored. What I have created, here, then, is
an archive of notions of refuge in Philadelphia, concentrated on the period from 1975 to
the present, although in attendance with my concerns about coloniality, I examine early
colonial Philadelphia and Pennsylvania as well.
This work assembles “a promiscuous set of cultural texts,”95 an unruly archive
assembled from participant observation (and observant participation), burrowing around,
and reading formal archives.96 While I consider formal archives as “a site of knowledge
production” I also assemble my own archive of displacement. In assembling this archive,
I have pulled from encounters I have had in the field in a smattering of sites, from church
halls to city offices, public buildings to outdoor settings, casual conversations to formal
interviews. I have read obsessively about American political and cultural life, picked up
novels whose themes tackled the question of race and belonging, followed political
debates across social media and the news, and finally dug deep into legislative and
political histories of refuge-making in the US generally but in Philadelphia in particular.
I suggest that this kind of archive formation undoes several tendencies in
anthropological thought and the anthropology of mobility, migration, and race in
particular. While it is now commonplace, and has been since the 1990s, to argue that
ethnography’s reliance upon bounded populations artificially limits its scope, it is still the
case that ethnography relies upon a combination of “people” plus “place” plus “topic”
that structures and strictures our thinking.97 This is particularly the case in studies of
migration, which often compare the lived experiences of one bounded ethnic group,
exploring (or critiquing) notions of assimilation, probing ties to a putative home, and
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ultimately isolating this population against a background of un-differentiated native
populations. There are some notable exceptions to this, from Aihwa Ong and Eric Tang’s
instructive explorations of Cambodian life in California and New York, Catherine
Besteman’s work with Somali settlement in Maine, and Ana Ramos-Zaya’s probing of
interracial and ethnic relationships and tensions in New Jersey, among others.98
Regardless, an overwhelming tendency in scholarship on migration is to limit the
scope of the work through ethnic, cultural, and racial delimitations. In drawing attention
to a system of making refuge, I examine a patchwork of systems of care and control that
applies differentially to different kinds of bodies in modes that are enlightening in their
own right. This work also seeks to undo the concept of refugeehood’s hold on thinking
refuge, not to diminish the importance of the violence that produces forced displacement
but instead to examine its sources and effects in greater detail. Inspired by Ann Stoler’s
vision of conceptual labor in anthropological thought and practice, I conceptualize
refuge(e) as a circulating concept which appears explicitly and implicitly in a variety of
scenes across time and space.99
While the concept of refuge has certainly not become ossified in the same way
that many others have, the notion of what constitutes a “refugee” certainly has. Policing
the bounds between refugee and migrant, between economic and political reasons for
departure, and voluntary and forced movement has become a core part of political
discourse in the societies tasked with receiving displaced people. I join a chorus of
scholars, activists, and migrants who suggest that these easy-seeming distinctions do not
hold up in practice.100 In addition to thinking critically about the elisions inherent in the
formalized refugee category, I hope to continue the work of constructing refuge101 as an
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alternative political concept, a keyword that tethers together the host of practices,
discourses, debates, conflicts, and ideologies I will be probing here. Refuge and its
making and un-making are a central theme of this work. Refuge draws together debates
about the nature of citizenship and its cleavages, the subjective experience of
(non)belonging, freedom, temporality, and space. Refuge is about the management of
refugees but also about the broader system of space-making and subject-formation that
refugee lives entail. It is a work which examines social life in the contemporary United
States. It is about the failures of American freedom; methodology in anthropology; and
temporality, hope, and repair.

Citational practices
In doing this conceptual labor, I draw upon a sometimes surprising and
unorthodox cast of characters. The work of thinking refuge has, traditionally, been
overdetermined by the presence of European philosophers whose primary reference is the
Holocaust and whose conceptualization of state violence and the failures of liberal
democracy centers the concentration camp as the core site of the violation of bodily
integrity and, as such, humanity. While Giorgio Agamben, Hannah Arendt, and Michel
Foucault feature prominently in this work, I also engage heavily other scholars whose
work either engages critically with these traditions or sidesteps them altogether and
centers the transatlantic slave trade, colonial domination, Native dispossession, and other
forms of foundational racialized state violence. The Holocaust, truly, was a brutal,
singular period of time; in this work, I aim not to dispute that, rather choosing to
understand how a singular emphasis on this as the rupturing event of Western modernity
may negatively impact our perspectives. Systematized and mechanized violence on that
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scale had, truly, not been seen in the modern West. Yet, cleavages in liberal freedom,
democracy, and reason had appeared long before this time and continue to pervade social
life in the Americas, Europe, and all parts of the world under their grasp. A growing
canon of critical refugee studies to which I subscribe hopes to rewrite and revise the
canon in the hopes of providing new insights.
Feminist and postcolonial scholar Sara Ahmed has written of citation as “feminist
memory,” a practice through which “we acknowledge our debt to those who came before;
those who helped us find our way when the way was obscured because we deviated from
the paths we were told to follow.”102 While this work does not always engage specifically
women’s lives, insofar as it is a work of feminist and queer scholarship it seeks to undo
practices of canon-building that exclude the insights of women, particularly women of
color, and queer of color critique.103 Drawing upon this, I situate my work not only as one
that produces an alternative archive of forced displacement, refugeehood, and state
violence but one that also forms an alternative canon with which to understand how these
phenomena take shape in my particular corner of the world. Doing so, I hope to enhance
the work of forebears working more deeply within the European tradition, attempting to
see what we have not seen because we have centered our analyses entirely upon work not
only from a particular place but entirely situated upon a particular event. I have been
grateful to many feminist, postcolonial, decolonial, Marxist, and critical scholars of race
and ethnicity who have shown me the way to understand my work differently from how I
was taught, wandering down paths I wasn’t entirely sure I should follow, and passing
through the intrepid footprints of brave scholars before me. As Zadie Smith has written,
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“other people’s words are the bridge you use to cross from where you were to wherever
you’re going."104

Chapter Outlines
In Chapter One, Crisis Ordinariness: A Partial History of Displacement in
and to Philadelphia, I lay out each of these themes through an analysis of contemporary
and historical representations of the refugee crisis and the acts of refugee resettlement.
This chapter begins with two historical cases which illustrate the imbrication of refuge
with coloniality. First, I describe the crisis between humanitarian sentiment and racial
difference exemplified by white Philadelphia responses to French refugees from Saint
Domingue fleeing the Haitian revolution. Drawing upon conflicts between a
humanitarian sentiment which dominated moral and political life in the city and the fears
of unruly racial others, I situate early Philadelphian debates about this crisis as
foundational debates about the nature of refuge and freedom. Second, I take the site of
Fort Indiantown Gap, where both Southeast Asian and Cuban refugees were resettled in
the 1970s and late 1980s as they awaited processing; many of these migrants would end
up resettled in Philadelphia, making this site an important part of the history of
displacement to the city. As a military base with an important role in preparing soldiers
for World War II and the Korean War and reintegrating soldiers who fought in the
Vietnam War, this site is an intriguing point from which to consider the intersection of
refuge with empire and militarization. Importantly, I expand upon this to consider the
submerged Indigenous history of Fort Indiantown Gap, arguing that not only was the site
founded upon a militarized site but, too, depended upon violent displacements of Native
peoples and their erasure in order to reconstitute that site. Here, I suggest that settler
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coloniality and empire, then, are key in understanding the legacies of refuge in
Philadelphia. Third, I engage a visual and discursive analysis of contemporary
representations of refugee crisis. Writing against ahistorical arguments that the world is
in an unprecedented crisis of displacement, I show that this interpretation is dependent
upon erasures of our colonial histories. By viewing images published in news media
against M.I.A.’s music video “Borders,” I establish the importance of an analysis of
racialized refuge as an artefact of coloniality. Drawing out a long history of refugee crisis
and its representation, I argue that our cruelly optimistic attachments to liberal democracy
as the best way of organizing social life force us to ignore cyclical, foundational
arguments about what kind of nation we are and what kind of nation we are going to be.
Chapter Two, The Right Thing to Do: Integration and the Interplay of
Refugee and Urban Futures draws upon the intersection of migration studies and
critical race theory to consider the institutional work of refugee integration. This chapter
draws heavily upon the work of refugee resettlement agencies and places their labor in
the context of Philadelphia and the United States more generally. Tasked with
encouraging “rapid self-sufficiency” but faced with a shortage of resources with which to
do so, my work has revealed case managers and other resettlement workers allocate
scarce time and resources. By using the key word integration, I intervene in two related
sets of concerns that draw upon this key word. Integration may be used as a word to
describe the efforts to desegregate the United States in the wake of struggles for civil
rights in the 1960s (and of course, both prior to and since those moments). I also borrow
the term from its use in normative debates in refugee studies about integrating refugees
into Western host societies. I am curious about the faltering nature of both of these forms
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of integration as they are represented in this contemporary moment, drawing upon my
ethnographic fieldwork. For one year, I helped perform cultural orientations for newly
resettled refugees, discussing everything from norms of employment to laws about child
abuse and domestic violence. I discuss the interwoven labor of humanitarian integration
and the work of domesticating unruly cultures to the space of the United States. Ideals of
refugee integration frame a kind of utopia that is always already in the process of
arriving. Cultural orientation frames both normative conceptualizations of the ideally
integrated refugee and the United States as site of refuge, and yet it draws upon gendered
narratives to prepare refugees for the racialized character of their refuge: one which is
shaped by poverty and carceral management in the form of child protective services, a
landscape riddled with challenges that strain family relationships. This chapter sets up the
question of crime and cultural contact, which becomes more prominent in chapter three’s
consideration of geographies.
The third chapter, Spaces of Refuge: Racialized Value, Conflict, and
Relation, builds upon conversations in critical refugee studies and insights from black
geographies to think through the fracturing of idealized resettlement which is punctuated
by the reality of racialized refuge. In this chapter, spatial battles become battles for
recognition and represent imperfect work on the path of resettlement. I elaborate on a
case of a woman I call Garuna, a Burmese woman who, when confronted with the
perceived criminality of her Black neighbors, chose to move her family to the suburbs,
where she found an ambivalent reprieve from Black criminality. Garuna’s case is
emblematic of ongoing conflicts in Philadelphia, where the right to space, social services,
and cultural difference have repeatedly led to violence between refugees and Black
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residents of the city. Accounts of this racialized conflict in Philadelphia’s communities
are reported both in the Philadelphia Daily News and Philadelphia Inquirer and through
other ethnographies of Philadelphia. They are framed mostly through the idea that Black
residents are intolerant. Here, I consider how these sources represent conflict almost as an
inevitability of pitting modern urban (Black) life against innocent agrarian refugees;
against these interpretations, I argue that a more robust conceptualization can allow us to
see how the allocation of scarce resources in spatial terms produces racialized conflicts
over value and substantive citizenship.
Pivoting from prior considerations of the representation of refugee crisis,
economic and cultural integration of refugees into a landscape marked by urban poverty
and incarceration, and interracial conflict in sites of refuge, I turn to another site of repair:
the clinic. Chapter Four, Refugee Medicine & the Aftermaths of (Un)Exceptional
Violence, takes up the impact of the racialized refuge of Philadelphia on how clinicians
conceive of and intervene upon refugee bodies. As has been demonstrated across many
domains of American and European biomedical practice, racialized conceptualizations of
the body and disease structure how clinical practice takes shape. In this chapter, I argue
that this is also the case in refugee medicine, arguing too that this takes place through the
ghostly presence of difficult patients (putatively Black and poor) as the foil against which
refugee deservingness takes place. In this chapter, I propose a more critical refugee
medicine which is understands the history and present day of racialized refuge, offering
avenues for more effectively tending to the healing bodies of refugees. Drawing upon
anthropologies of the body and embodiment, I also ask: what kind of matter is the refugee
body? What does that mean for how repair should shape in contexts like the clinic?
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Chapter Five, “To live imaginatively through the furnace of the past”:
fugitivity, rupture, repair, juxtaposes citywide practices of trauma-informed care in
community with a prominent court case. From the vantage point of what I am calling
rupturing figures, this chapter considers the intersection of racialized refuge,
rupture/repair, and cruelly optimistic attachments to care and liberal redress emerge. I
read three cases of rupturing figures to understand what they tell us about the possibility
of justice through refugee law. Analyzing Maria, the victim of gendered violence, Kyle,
the persecuted racial minority, and Mohammed, the war criminal, I suggest that these
figures represent limit cases of the refugee regime of caring for and attending to trauma
and state violence; they represent, too, an opening to consider alternative pathways of
framing refuge and belonging, attending differently to racialized, gendered, and
suspicious refugees in turn.
* * *
Up from the Dirt is an ethnographic exploration of refuge. It tries to imagine the
worlds in which refugee care takes shape. Working out from this attentiveness, the
project goes out into the world, seeking the things that helped me understand what I was
seeing. This exploration has taken me to many places, from late 18th century
Philadelphia life to the present, from historical documents to speculative novels that
engage the future. This work’s analytical framework spans disciplines, from law to
medicine, critical theory to ethnographic practice. I have, as much as possible, attempted
to find key figures who would light up this world, animating the social forces that swirl
through and around them via their actions. This work has centered the making of refuge
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as a practice whose ramifications and effects extend far beyond the work of resettling
refugees to the very work of making citizens and humans alike.
It is my hope that this work shows how the United States’ current problems with
the management of our internal and external others is not a an entirely new crisis but a
reformation of an old one, not a rupture but a rhyme. These new moments reverberate in
ways that both resonate with and differ from prior historical moments. Up from the Dirt
is concerned with what we might rather not see, with what lays buried under the surface,
squirreled away into the contexts that we don’t acknowledge. In that sense, I recognize
that it contains a kind of pulsing psychoanalytic impulse that I was unwilling at first to
acknowledge. Ultimately, however, I became aware that this frame was what would
enable me to see that “what’s hurting,” it turns out, “might be history.”105 In recognizing
that, I consider other forms of repair that this recognition may afford.
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Crisis Ordinariness: A Partial History of Displacement in and to Philadelphia
History is the fruit of power, but power itself is never so transparent that its analysis becomes
superfluous. The ultimate mark of power may be its invisibility; the ultimate challenge, the
exposition of its roots.
— Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past
The present as an experience of a time is precisely the moment when different forms of absence
become mixed together: absence of those presences that are no longer so and that one remembers
(the past), and absence of those others that are yet to come and are anticipated (the future).
—Achille Mbembe, On the Postcolony
We know, in the case of the person, that whoever cannot tell himself the truth about his past is
trapped in it, is immobilized in the prison of his undiscovered self. This is also true of nations.
––James Baldwin, Collected Essays1

In a 1989 article in the Philadelphia Inquirer, then-president of the United States
Committee for Refugees Edward B. Marks wrote that “the refugee is a constant in our
time.”2 Noting that there are “more uprooted people than at the end of World War II,”
Marks offered an assessment of the crisis of displacement. Writing against increasingly
restrictive immigration policies, Marks framed the United States as a nation which others
looked to for guidance in humanitarian concerns. “If our admission policies are meanspirited and restrictive,” he fretted, “others are far less likely to widen their gates.” We
must “be generous and raise our sights,” as moral leaders in a world increasingly shaped
by displacement. Marks referred to previous efforts by the global community to close the
refugee camps which peppered Europe after the Second World War. “We must reclaim a
sense of urgency. After all, refugees are human beings, mostly women and children, and
it is the right thing to do.” The article, titled, “The Refugees are on the move, and the rich
countries can help,” illustrates a core issue of this dissertation: the perpetual nature of
crises in displacement and the role of the United States in solving them.
In the introduction to this dissertation, I suggested that through a continual
forgetting and partial remembrance of the past of American state violence, fundamental
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tensions in American liberalism are recycled as crisis through an affective, aesthetic, and
political orientation to the present. I will argue in this chapter, which engages a partial
history of refuge in Philadelphia, that this takes place through many related phenomena.
A sense of the continued exceptionality of violence is produced through a set of
circulating images which depict crisis as unusual, catastrophic, and unfathomable. Paired
with these visual representations of violence are modes of discursive representation
which support the sense of crisis, rupture, and catastrophe. However, by reading images
and narratives for the ghostly presence of figures such as the slave, the Native American,
or the Black American, I point to the ways that our contemporary crisis and its
representation offers us the opportunity to read against the grain for the ongoing
structures of settler colonialism, particularly the intersections of transatlantic slavery,
Native displacement, and U.S. military empire. Settler colonialism and its impacts reflect
a structure, not an event; crisis is ever-present because the structures that produce cycles
of forgetting and remembrance are built into it.3
In his ethnography of Cambodian refugees in the Bronx, New York, Eric Tang
draws upon his interlocutor Ra’s sense that the refuge that was meant to arrive never
quite did so, shaping her sense of a long journey with no end. Refugee temporality, he
notes, “names the refugee’s knowledge that, with each crossing, resettlement, and
displacement, an old and familiar form of power is being reinscribed.”4 In this chapter, I
expand the concept of refugee temporality to describe a collective experience. In the
context of Philadelphia, I will argue, each crossing, resettlement, and displacement
reveals the inscription of old and familiar forms of power. In part, this is an observation
brought by my uncanny experience of reading news archives as I conducted my
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ethnographic fieldwork, and it is a set of observations shaped by my experience of caring
for refugees at a moment in which our ability to care for them has been compromised by
the actions of the Trump administration. Expanding the notion of refugee temporality to
suggest that it inheres not only in individual refugee lives but the history of refugee
crossings more generally, I examine the historical record for these traces.
Sometimes, while conducting research for this project, from the field to the
archive, I came to feel oddly as if “time has accumulated without passing.”5 Reading
newspaper coverage, public opinion polls, and other documents from pasts both distant
and recent, I became frustrated. Watching the news, we might come to imagine that
Americans and their compatriots in the West are newly ignorant, newly intolerant of
refugees, migrants, and other Others who dare to seek a life within these imagined
borders. In the aftermath of shocks that have rattled the world’s liberal democracies, we
have become attuned to crises in representation and politics that make us feel as if we live
in unprecedented times. Lauren Berlant refers, instructively, to “temporal genres of the
stretched-out present”6 which characterize our experiences of temporality, those haunting
presences of the past within the present. While I do not deny that there is a difference
between now and then, even between 2016 and 2018, I’d like to consider this stretchedout present to see what such an analysis might allow.
If crisis is “a primary enabling blind spot for the production of knowledge,”7 as
Janet Roitman suggests, then what might we learn from suspending our belief in it?
Academic production and journalistic accounts of the last five years have described the
crises which formed the grounds for my engagement in this work. Through a recurring
language of the unprecedented and the assertion that events are not only novel but that
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they have never been adequately studied, reported, or understood prior, crisis forms the
fuel upon which scholarly engines of accreditation, promotion, and tenure are run, to
speak nothing of the revived journalistic industries whose outraged titles drive
advertising revenue and make it possible, albeit temporarily, to make a life upon the
assertion that other people cannot. Ultimately, contemporary representations of refugee
crisis and displacement suffer from representational elisions.
While it cannot be denied that displacement has and will continue to cause
suffering on a large scale, for example, statements that displacement is at an all-time high
are based upon selective data which excludes large swaths of the globe from the
consideration of displacement. As FitzGerald and Arar argue, these declarations neglect
that baseline statistics collected by the UNHCR were based only upon Europeans; they
note that “although it is true that the 65 million displaced people are more than the
estimated 60 million displaced after World War II according to UNHCR data, the
postwar figures only include Europeans and ignore an additional 90 million people
displaced in Asia alone, for a total of 175 million people displaced by World War II
across the globe.”8 For example, the partition of India, which displaced 13.5 million
people between 1947 and 1951, is not taken into account in these statistics, erased in the
demographic history of global forced displacement. Even when considering relative
scales, “the scale of displacement in 2016 was even lower in relative terms, at less than
0.9% of the world’s population, compared to 7.6% after World War II.”9 FitzGerald and
Arar argue that the fact that our statistics are so bound to a definition of refugeehood
forged in 1951 in a manner exclusive to Europe contributes to global fear and panic and,
ultimately, provides support for shifts in humanitarian protection and xenophobic
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violence. I would go further still, arguing that the Eurocentrism of these statistics is baked
into the refugee regime, ignoring forms of displacement and state violence that were
uncomfortable for others to acknowledge. Within the frame of normative refugee studies,
approaches that more seriously consider state violence and displacement prior to the 20th
century as part of the history of refugee movements are rare. I am interested in how
expanding theories of forced displacement in the United States to an examination of the
impact of slavery and settler colonialism allows us to trouble simple notions of
contemporary crisis and the refugee regime.
Lisa Lowe reminds us that the coupling of freedom with unfreedom is a feature,
not a glitch. “The affirmation of the desire for freedom,” she notes,
“is so inhabited by the forgetting of its conditions of possibility, that every
narrative articulation of freedom is haunted by its burial, by the violence
of forgetting. What we know as ‘race’ or ‘gender’ are the traces of this
modern humanist forgetting. They reside within, and are constitutive of,
the modern narrative of freedom but are neither fully determined by nor
exhausted by its ends. They are the remainders of the formalism of
affirmation and forgetting.”10
This is no less true for the refugee regime as it is for other issues in the United States.
Historian Evan Taparata argues that the history of American refuge begins not with the
upheavals of the world order in the years after World War II, but earlier, with migrations
of Canadians/Nova Scotians, fugitive enslaved people, and the Creek during the colonial
era. In understanding the differential attentiveness to claims for refuge among these
populations, Taparata’s work argues that, contrary to analyses that posit refugee
regulation as exception to the restrictive immigration policies of the post-World War II
period, “the earliest forms of refugee law and policy in the United States were rooted in
westward expansion, settler colonialism, and slavery,” allowing the United States to
govern populations “unworthy of membership in the new nation.”11
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Cyclical crises in refuge and its availability draw our attention to the optimistic
attachments we have to imagining the United States as a particular kind of refuge for all.
What, I ask, might it mean that we can see similar — though different — conversations
taking shape around refuge in 1792 as in 1982 or 2018? What kinds of stories have we
told ourselves about the kind of place the United States is? Liberal notions of freedom in
the United States have long been described as sovereignty, property, and land for white
men; freedom, in this context, involves an egalitarian vision that is always on the horizon,
perpetually imperiled, uncertain to arrive.

Early Displacements: Pennsylvania as Racialized Refuge
Whereas our trusty and well-beloved subject, William Penn, esquire, son and heir of Sir
William Penn, deceased (out of a commendable desire to enlarge our English empire, and
promote such useful commodities as may be of benefit to us and our dominions, as also to
reduce the savage natives, by gentle and just manners, to the love of civil society and
Christian religion), has humbly besought leave of us to transport an ample colony unto a
certain country hereinafter described, in the parts of America not yet cultivated and planted,
and has likewise so humbly besought Our Royal Majesty to give, grant, and confirm all the
said country, with certain privileges and jurisdictions, requisite for the good government and
safety of the said country and colony, to him and his heirs forever.
- The Charter of Pennsylvania, 4 March 1681

The state of Pennsylvania was founded in 1681 by William Penn as a refuge for
religious minorities, particularly Quakers, and named after his father (Pennsylvania being
‘Penn’s woods’ in Latin). Philadelphia, the colonial capital, was founded in 1682, when
William Penn arrived in the United States from the United Kingdom. Greek for
“brotherly love,” from philos ("love" or "friendship") and adelphos ("brother")
Philadelphia reflected Penn’s desire to provide a haven for religious minorities to worship
freely. While the land had been used by King Charles II of England to settle a debt he
owed to Penn’s father, as in other cases of colonial expansion the land was far from
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“unoccupied”; for thousands of years, the land had been home to Lenape,
Susquehannock, Iroquois, Erie, Shawnee, and other tribes. Colonization by Swedish and
Dutch settlers, and later Penn and his men, disrupted the lives of Native communities. As
it is remembered, however, the Iroquois Covenant Chain and Lenape treaties with
William Penn established an uneasy peace in the late seventeenth and eighteen centuries.
Penn’s Treaty of 1682 is often said to have established a “reverie of harmonious
coexistence.”12 During this time, Pennsylvania had a reputation as “a peaceable colony
where love and friendship prevailed” between settlers and Native communities.13
However, this representation covers up a more complex and less favorable picture. As
James Spady has noted, the narrative which describes the benevolent origins of
Pennsylvania and its’ founder’s more equitable practice of purchasing rather than simply
expropriating land covers up a more variegated history in which Lenape life was
disrupted by Penn, not to mention Lenape acts of resistance against these events.14
Later, William Penn’s sons would take over proprietorship over the land when he
died in 1718. While Penn is narrativized as someone who was ‘fair’ in his dealings with
existing Native American communities, his sons are depicted as having been more
dishonest in their relationships with the local Lenape. In 1737, the Walking Purchase15
expanded the colony at the expense of the Lenape, who were further displaced.
Pennsylvania continued to expand until 1763. In the 1750s, decades of dispossession of
Native communities through westward expansion spurred violent encounters in
Pennsylvania’s frontier towns during the Seven Years’ War from 1754-1763. Finally, the
Conestoga massacre of 1763 places a book end on these bloody engagements.
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Pennsylvania, despite its violent history of displacement, became well-known as
an example of religious tolerance and refuge within the United States, and its early
governing documents provide examples of the state’s establishment as a haven for
religious minorities who fled conflict and violence. But it could also be said that the end
result of contestations between Native communities and Pennsylvania’s early settlers was
to build a settlement that ended up being a largely white refuge through what Daniel
Richter and William Pencak have called the “racial construction of Pennsylvania
history.”16 Ultimately, “Native America thoroughly became Penn’s woods” in every
sense, beginning a process by which Native peoples and their struggles are
underrepresented in the story of Pennsylvania as a tolerant site of refuge.17
Demographically, Pennsylvania ranks last in the Census, in the percentage of people
identifying as Native American — merely 0.01% percent, compared to the national
average of 0.9%18 — as much a result of the active killing of Native communities as it is
a function of the lack of legal recognition of many Native people by the federal
government. The linkage between Native displacement and selective refuge applied
during this period far beyond Pennsylvania. It is not an accident, for example, that the
first refugee law in American history, enacted in 1798, “An Act for the Relief of the
Refugees from the British Provinces of Canada and Nova Scotia,” allowed refugees from
these places who supported the American Revolution – and otherwise fit the white, elite,
and male picture of the ideal new American citizen – to be given thousands of acres of
land, in part to facilitate settlement of the Northwest Territory and securing the colony’s
lands.19 Ultimately, the end result of this and other policies was that through
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displacement, a refuge was constructed for white, male, Protestant future citizens of the
United States.
Soon, Philadelphia would serve as the national capital on and off until it was moved
to the contemporary capital of Washington, D.C in 1790. Two of the most important
documents in American history were authored here in Philadelphia: The Declaration of
Independence and the Constitution of 1787. The state of Pennsylvania and the city of
Philadelphia, in turn, were important testing grounds for the principles of tolerance,
sentimentality, and citizenship. These principles were particularly tested as the city
became a hub for migration. “From a political or philosophical point of view,” historian
Garvey Lundy argues, “no other American destination was as influenced by the presence
of refugees or émigrés as Philadelphia - a city that endeavored to live up to the ideals of
the founding fathers of a young republic.”20 Philadelphia was a city populated largely by
European religious minorities from Protestant sects seeking a haven from persecution, in
a state whose constitution noted that “all men are born equally free and independent, and
have inherent and indefeasible rights, among which are those of enjoying and defending
life and liberty.”21
Beyond conflicts with Native communities which structured the nature of refuge for
Quakers on Pennsylvania’s frontier, other roiling questions about the racialized nature of
democracy would come to light in Philadelphia during these years. In the early 1790s, as
the United States was in the early stages of its experiment with democracy, the world was
burning in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean not so far away. The Haitian Revolution,
whose significance for conceptualizations of freedom, anti-imperialism, and governance
cannot be overstated, was underway.22 During these years, 15,000 French people departed
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from the island of then-Saint Domingue as the revolution burned.23 An estimated onethird of passengers fleeing the island in crisis were enslaved. While this population was
relatively small, they composed a significant quantity of migrants to the fledgling
independent United States, scattering across the Eastern seaboard and contributing
greatly to cultural life in the United States of America in those early days in cities like
New Orleans, Charleston, and Savannah. A large portion of these migrants would find
their way to Philadelphia, then the site of the nation’s capital and soon, as described by
one scholar, the center of French life in America. As a result, the revolution was an
important moment, highlighting fundamental tensions in eighteenth century American
understands of citizenship, rights, and race. The impact of the revolution was significant
in the light of the city’s relatively small population of 28,522: over the course of the
period between 1791 and 1794, Philadelphia ports received over 260 ships carrying a
collective 3,084 passengers, 816 of whom were enslaved to the 2,236 white passengers
onboard. A mere 32 of these passengers were “Free Negroes.”24
Philadelphia was a unique and important destination city not only because of a
broader sense of religious refuge, but because the city was in the throes of an anti-slavery
movement that was rapidly gaining steam. This moment is what David Kazanjian might
have referred to as a “flashpoint,” a moment which helps to illuminate the relationships
between notions of egalitarianism, universalism, and freedom and the realities of race and
nation and the discrimination they support.25 Pennsylvania was the first state to pass an
act to abolish slavery,26 an act of gradual abolition which stipulated that further slaves
could not be brought into the state and established that all children born in Pennsylvania
would be free regardless of race. A bastion of civil reform and social service provisions
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and the “intellectual and moral vanguard of democratic ideals”,27 it was an intriguing site
for migration for the French, who sought a site to form new lives which more or less
replicated their former ones. However, more than a decade prior to their arrival,
Pennsylvania had enacted gradual abolition, making Philadelphia an unlikely destination
for those who may want to hold onto their property while seeking refuge. The French
sought relief from these laws in order to maintain control over their human property.
They were nearly successful because sympathy for them was so widespread that it was
possible the laws would have changed, shifting towards policies more favorable towards
the continuation of enslavement. 28
These laws may have been influenced by the demographic influence enslaved
people had on Philadelphia. It is estimated that the Saint Domingue migrations alone
increased the Black Philadelphian population by up to 25%, and overall Black
populations doubled throughout the 1780s and tripled between 1790 and 1800, the years
of French migration.29 This demographic change was important: more important than the
tensions surrounding the arrival of white Saint-Domingue’s to Philadelphia was the fear
of a large number of Black enslaved passengers. This calls to mind, in an alternate way,
contemporary concerns about the threat of terror by migrants, resident Philadelphians
worried about the possibility that these new residents would foment revolution on
American soils. This is interesting given that in the early stages of the revolution, “many
white Philadelphians fully endorsed black revolution.”30 As the influx continued,
however, these anti-slavery white supporters shifted their perspectives, “the beginning of
a disavowal of black independence that would characterize white American opinion for
many decades.”31 Fears that Saint Dominguans would bring a revolutionary sentiment to
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the city were pervasive. As arson spread along the East Coast, attributed to French Saint
Dominguan former slaves, this strain of revolutionary blackness cast all Black freedom
into question, throwing into peril the acceptance of entrepreneurial, cosmopolitan, and
provisionally-accepted freed Blacks in Philadelphia.
Garvey Lundy details the consequences that this migration had not only for the
migrants – both Black and French – but also for the nearly three thousand African
Americans living in the city, those who recognized that the tolerance represented by
gradual abolition was limited.32 Black migrants were not given the same support as
whites, which “revealed a telling paradox when juxtaposed to the plight of African
Americans at the time.”33 Ultimately, Philadelphia’s “African Americans learned that
even the most sympathetic white Philadelphians placed the distress of white slave
owners, even those from outside the United States who drew their wealth from managing
the hemisphere’s most brutal slave regime, ahead of the aspirations of those who had
been slaves.”34 Fears about the upending of racialized class hierarchies in Philadelphia by
rebellious Black Saint Domingans limited and truncated an otherwise existing sympathy
for the plight of Black Americans, who were exercising the right to religious freedom
through the creation of Black churches and other forms of Black public space and hoping
for support from white Americans to do so. “Thus, while black refugees' race - along with
their language, religion, and culture - made them largely unassimilable in 1790s
Philadelphia, it was the specter of black political activity that most undermined the
possibilities for sympathetic bonds between these individuals and Philadelphians.”35
This was a false freedom, however, because “while legally released from slavery,
most of these Afro-Caribbean sojourners in Philadelphia were not yet truly free because
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nearly all of the masters and mistresses who manumitted them immediately signed their
former slaves to lengthy indentures… Pulled by their desire to remain in Francophilic
Philadelphia yet faced with losing valuable labor, the displaced French masters and
mistresses made the best of their situation” by indenturing their former enslaved people.36
It is not possible to understand, based on the gaps in the archive, what those experiences
of migration were like for enslaved and subsequently indentured migrants because of the
lack of evidence in the archives. But we might imagine that refuge, the gift of freedom
came with a cost - from slave to worker, from life in bondage to a life of “freedom.”
Philadelphia’s sentimental ideology had fault-lines along racial and classed lines,
exemplified by the reaction to a perceived influx in refugees both Black and white,
fracturing what Dusenbury calls “the construction of sympathetic sociability."37 This
contradiction - between the desires of French fugitives and their enslaved property draws upon fundamental questions about the racialized character of refuge, which, in turn
is linked to the question of freedom. For these French fugitives, fleeing insurrection and
race war, refuge meant a place in which they would be free from the consequences of
colonial violence.
As contemporary discourses of securitization, the War on Terror, and “rigorous
vetting” abound in the contemporary moment, early resonances of our conceptualizations
of the threat of insurgent, world-shifting violence are present in concerns about the
potential that Black Haitians would incite the revolutionary spirit in subjugated others
already present. The fear in the revolutionary moment was that Black enslaved refugees,
who had been inspired by the insurrectionary spirit of their compatriots, would commit
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acts of terror in the United States. This would cause discord, to be sure, but more than
this it may have inspired others to do the same.

Shifting Citizenship
A century after French Dominguan formerly enslaved people found their way to
Philadelphia’s shores, another mass migration was brewing which would fundamentally
shape the landscape of Philadelphia and trouble the city’s reputation as a white refuge
successively populated by European migrants — from the first wave of settlers who were
drawn to Philadelphia’s shores to Irish and Italian migrants who fled economic instability
for the industrialized city peppered with work. As I will elaborate upon in chapter three,
Black Americans from the South would find their way North to Philadelphia and other
cities up north, fleeing both state-sanctioned racial violence and the dwindling of
economic opportunities as new technologies changed the nature of farming. These
migrations would fundamentally change the nature of Philadelphia.
This was not the only demographic change that shaped the character of the city,
transforming it from the white refuge it was in the colonial era to a majority-minority city
today. In the years between 1790 and 1965, the United States underwent successive
transformations in the shape and character of citizenship, shifts which fundamentally
changed what it meant to be a member of American society and involved variegations in
the nature of migration to the United States. Racial technologies of knowing have shaped
the regulation of citizenship throughout American history, producing “impossible
subjects” of Black, Asians, and Native Americans in different but intersecting ways.38 As
Ngai notes, foundational elements of American nation-building structured Black and
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Native populations as non-citizens through processes of settlement, forced displacement,
and slavery. Even after birthright citizenship was granted with the Fourteenth
Amendment, clear racial distinctions in access to citizenship and residency remained.
Early naturalization and immigration legislation, such as the Naturalization Act of 1870,
for example, excluded some from citizenship on the basis of race and national origin –
most prominently Asians and Native Americans – while failing to rectify the violent
subjugation that made Black citizenship more nominal than actual.39 Throughout the 19th
and early 20th centuries, immigration laws took on increasingly restrictive and transparent
orientations towards controlling the racial distribution of the American population. In
1882, the Chinese Exclusion Act slowed the migration of Chinese immigrants, who had
been drawn to the United States by the prospect of work. By 1924, the Johnson-Reed Act
established quotas for immigration by national origin that established clearly the desired
racial composition of the growing nation. These tendencies would not come to be
rectified, at least nominally, until the McCarran-Walter Immigration and Nationality Act
of 1952, which allowed individuals of all races to be eligible for naturalization, and the
1965 Hart-Celler Act, which abolished national quotas.
These patterns in racial and ethnic restriction were no less present in the
management of refugees fleeing to the United States, especially in the post-World War II
era (see Table XX). In 1945 President Truman passed a directive granting ‘welfare
organizations’ the ability to sponsor refugees, preceding the 1948 Displaced Persons Act.
While forced migration because of political persecution was long a phenomenon,
international and national attention became intensely focused on producing a
standardized system for managing displacement in the aftermath of the atrocities of the
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Holocaust. The United Nations’ 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and
the subsequent 1967 Protocol sought to produce minimal international standards for
protecting the rights of those fleeing persecution. These protocols established a definition
for refugeehood, defining a refugee as any person “owing to well-founded fear of being
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social
group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing
to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country” and developed
standards for the management of refugees, which was to be without discrimination on the
basis of race, ethnicity, or national origin.40 Despite this, it would not be until 1980 when
the United States adopted this international definition. During the intervening decades,
refugee policy tracked closely with geopolitical considerations in the fight against
Communism, reflected in exclusions along hemispheric, national, and political lines and
in the use of national quotas reflective of broader immigration policy.41
Two key events in immigration history are relevant to the migration of refugees
and other asylees to the United States: The Immigration & Nationality Act of 1965 (HartCeller) and the Refugee Act of 1980. The Hart-Celler Act is largely responsible for the
explosion of diversity in the United States today; shifting the system from one which
excluded based on ethnicity, nominally at least, and instead evaluated potential migrants
to the United States on the basis of their existing ties to U.S. residents and their capacity
to contribute economically to the United States. The Refugee Act of 1980 concretized a
system of practices for incorporating refugees, shifting from a generally ad-hoc practice
to the bureaucratic and systematized process we see today.42 This process allowed, too,
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large quantities of Southeast Asian refugees to find their way to the United States as part
of the largest wave of refugee resettlement that this country has ever done.
Figure 1. Key Immigration Timeline for the United States.43
Year
1917

Event
Immigration Act of 1917

Effects
Set forth qualitative exclusion grounds for
immigration.
National origins formula: Provided numerical
immigration restrictions based on maintaining
proportions of different races and nationals in the
population.
Provided Sanctuary for displaced, forced laborers
from countries conquered by Germany, or those who
had fled persecution by the Nazis or Soviets

1924

Immigration Act of 1924

1948

Displaced Persons Act of 1948

1951
1952

UNHCR Convention Relating to the
Status of Refugees
Immigration & Nationality Act of 1952

1953

Refugee Relief Act of 1953

1956

Soviet Invasion of Hungary,

1957
1960

Refugee Escape Act
Fair Share Law

1962

Migration and Refugee Assistance Act of
1962

1965

Immigration & Nationality Act
Amendments of 1965

1976
1980

The Indochinese Parole Program
Refugee Act

Defined immigration quotas along ethnic lines and
modified national origins formula.
Allowed admission of refugees from communistdominated parts of Europe and the Middle East
Offer of asylum to 21, 500 Hungarian refugees via the
Refugee Relief Act and through Congressional
discretion
Attorney General of the US gained authority to admit
its “fair share” of the refugees remaining in refugee
camps in Europe
The first measure to validate and adopt a
nondiscriminatory definition of refugee that went
beyond the fight against Communism
Repealed the national origins system, established
family reunification, and established new rules for
refugee admission
Incorporated the international definition of refugee
from the UN

Over the course of the decades since 1975, the United States has admitted over 3
million refugees from around the world. As global conflicts have shifted, so too have the
regions where refugees have primarily been resettled from. While the ethnic and racial
makeup of refugees was largely European in the decades immediately following the
second World War. In the last decades, refugee acceptances have shifted from Asia to
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primarily African refugees and those associated with the United States’ long wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq [see Figure 2. Migrant Origins Over Time].44

Figure 2. Migrant Origins Over Time

As I will demonstrate in the following chapters of the dissertation, shifts in the
demographics of immigration, coupled with changing conceptualizations of citizenship
and rights in the United States following 1965 fundamentally changed the nature of
immigration to the United States. While the assimilation of migrants to the United States
was always a concern – and, in fact, spurred many early sociological examinations of
ethnicity, nation, and class – these conversations would take on a new turn as an
increasingly large number of migrants from Africa, the Middle East, Asia, Latin America,
and the Caribbean found their ways to American land. These tensions were evident from
the early days of Philadelphia’s adoption of the formal refugee resettlement program,
exemplified by efforts at Fort Indiantown Gap, which for several years in the 1970s and
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1980s served as a refugee processing center where tens of thousands of refugees were
warehoused.

Fort Indiantown Gap: Militarized Refuge & Indigenous Erasure
For most of the refugees resettled to Philadelphia in the late 1970s and early
1980s, their first stop was Fort Indiantown Gap, located approximately one hundred miles
northwest of the city of Philadelphia. A celebrated Army and National Guard Training
Center since the mid-twentieth century, the camp had been home to thousands of trainees
preparing for tours of duty in World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War. The
camp continues to be a popular destination for those interested in military history, with a
museum dedicated to the camp on the base. As one writer argues, “hidden within” the
history of this military encampment, “are the stories of the more than 32,000 Vietnamese
and Cambodian refugees who passed through the barracks on their way to resettlement
during the late 1970s.”45 The history of refugee resettlement to this site is not the only
hidden history associated with Fort Indiantown Gap: as its name reflects, histories of
Native displacement and dispossession form the grounds of possibility for the camp’s
existence, with the Indigenous communities displaced acting as a mere footnote in the
history of this site associated with the triumphs of militarism and American benevolence.
The modern military history of Fort Indiantown Gap as it is generally told begins
in 1931, when the state of Pennsylvania purchased more than 18,000 acres of land outside
of Harrisburg for a National Guard training site and education center. By 1936, it was an
established site; an aerial view of Indiantown Gap from that year depicts rows of white
tents arranged in a configuration carved out of the landscape, buildings in orderly rows.
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After being taken over by the Army from the National Guard, the site was dedicated in
1941 as Indiantown Gap Military Reservation and renovated for its new purpose. At a
cost of an estimated $5,000,000,46 the expanded facility boasted 1,400 buildings
including “three fire stations, two guesthouses, a bus station, nine chapels, two service
clubs, four huge theaters, a large sports arena and a 400 bed hospital.”47 By 1951, there
were “110 miles of roads, 43 miles of sewer lines and 155 miles of water lines” on the
camp and 1552 buildings.48 One of the nation’s busiest Army training camps, over
150,000 troops trained at the facility before going overseas. Later, as the United States
government struggled to accommodate the prisoners of war from World War II, the camp
also served as a German POW compound.49 At the end of World War II, Indiantown Gap
Military Reservation acted as “separation center,” a stopping ground for men returning
home from tours in mostly Europe, and a busy one at that: “at its peak, the center
processed more than 1,000 soldiers per day”50 between July 1, 1945 and February 19,
1946. The facility would later play a strategic role in the Korean War as home to the 5th
Infantry Division, and 32,000 troops would be trained to replace soldiers leaving battle.
Many of the officers trained there would come to serve in the Vietnam War.
Renamed Fort Indiantown Gap in 1975, the 1970s and 1980s would see the
facility used as a refugee resettlement camp. In response to the large demand for refugee
resettlement in the United States, several military camps were repurposed as refugee
camps in the United States and its colonies, like Guam.51 Indiantown was one of four
refugee processing centers in the United States in active use in 1975, the others being
Camp Pendleton, CA; Fort Chafee, AR; and Eglin Air Force Base, FL. Numbers of
refugees settled at Fort Indiantown Gap vary based on source. Initial reports suggested
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that up to 25,000 refugees would be settled there, although shortly after those
announcements were made it wasn’t clear that the facility would receive so many, in part
because they were not sure there was enough space.52 Ultimately, the site was the largest
processing center on the east coast, making Pennsylvania the third biggest state of
resettlement at the time. Some cite that 32,000 Cambodian and Vietnamese refugees were
ultimately resettled at the camp,53 while the government website suggests that it was
closer to 20,000 Vietnamese and Cambodian residents and other accounts state there
22,0333 were housed for up to 200 days.54
In late May of 1975, the first waves of Cambodian refugees arrived. 354 refugees
arrived May 30th, split into two large groups.55 Foreshadowing later concerns about racial
and ethnic tensions within resettled communities in the city, officials fretted that conflict
would erupt between the groups. Despite reports of their peaceful coexistence in Guam,
administrators at the camp anticipated conflict between Cambodian refugees and
Vietnamese refugees at the camp because “Cambodians and Vietnamese have been
enemies for centuries,” and yet hoped “the common bond of having lost their homelands”
would stave off any violent confrontations.56 This common bond was illustrated in a
newspaper article entitled “Builder, Soldier, Farmer, Guard: All Refugees Now,” which
described how people with varying professional and class backgrounds were all equalized
in the camp: from security guards to army officers and farmers, all were housed in
wooden barracks at Ft. Indiantown Gap.57 The article describes the lives of several
refugees including Tran Thien (a former building contractor) and Le Tan Son (an officer
in the Army of the Republic of Vietnam), interspersing their arrival stories with the
refrain, “But for now, he is a refugee.” By November of 1975, only an estimated 1,600
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refugees remained at Indiantown Gap awaiting sponsorship, generally the hardest to place
because of either large families or less desirable skillsets.58 While the Cambodians and
Vietnamese were to be housed and fed in separate areas, there would be no extra military
surveillance and “the only barrier” between the groups was a “thin white tape that anyone
could jump over or crawl under.”59
However, they hoped leisure would bring the groups together: “In fact, I
understand that on Guam the Cambodians and Vietnamese have organized a volleyball
league. I am confident that we can emulate that here,” Richard Friedman, civilian
coordinator for the camp, opined at the time.60 By all accounts, this turned out to be the
case. Despite being an ongoing site for military training, coverage of the camp describes
it as a bucolic environment suffused with, of all things, boredom. One New York Times
reporter reported at the time that “After the nerve-wracking noise of their homeland, and
after the frightening frenzy of their exodus, the refugees are here now, safe and secure in
this peaceful, pastoral Appalachian valley, well-behaved, well-mannered, welled, and —
well, bored.”61 Photographs from the camp featured in a recent series of a Lancaster
newspaper depict mundane daily life – volleyball, outside loitering, and other activities.
They prefer to be busy. Older men, particularly, are depicted as bored: “A visitor strolls
through the maze of buildings and sees them sitting on the grass or squatting on the
gravel, their arms folded across their chests, staring into the distance for hours at a
time.”62 Women, on the other hand, are described as “less vulnerable to ennui.”63
“Traditionally submissive, habitually flexible, they have their children to tend and their
husbands to pamper,” the New York Times journalist continues, “There is about them an
appearance, at least, of happy contentment” as they go about their chores.64
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Figure 3. A soldier plays with two children at Indiantown Gap. Date unknown.

Soldiers at the site were part of this life. One black and white photo taken as part of a
series about the camp depicts a man in an army uniform holding two young boys, each of
whom is hanging from one of his arms as if climbing playground equipment [see Figure
3]. During that period, Fort Indiantown Gap was an emblem of peaceful refuge attained
through acts of American benevolence. Other photographs depict hundreds of refugees
disembarking from airplanes. One photograph depicts a throng of people with signs.
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“May You Have Peace, Love, & Joy” says one held up by a young child. “Welcome to
U.S.A.” says another. This was generally portrayed as a success of American kindness
and a gift. For example, in a rather didactic section of the Philadelphia Daily News from
1990 entitled “Savvy Reader: Soldiers Train at Pa. Fort,” the history of refugee
resettlement at military camps is described in the following manner: “In 1975, after the
Vietnam War, the U.S. Government allowed thousands of people from Vietnam and
Cambodian to live in this country. At first, they lived in military camps.”65 The language
of allowance here, the bestowing of refuge, ignores the ways that, as scholars have
pointed out, neglects the fact that the production of these refugees came about in part
through American intervention.66

Figure 4. A Welcoming Committee Awaits.
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Local communities, too, are depicted as having been welcoming to the refugees.
The presence of refugees must have had a large impact on social life in the area. From
time to time a panel on “Refugee Viewpoints” could be found in the local Lebanon Daily
News, produced in the town adjacent to Fort Indiantown Gap. For example, one,
“Vietnamese Mannerisms and Social Etiquette,” explains norms like the following:
“Oriental people are hospitable and very sentimental… when receiving a gift, they will
always try to find a way to return a gift two-fold.”67 No doubt, these columns were an
attempt to ease a transition for a small town with largely white origins. In time, wedding
announcements for local Vietnamese residents, and even Vietnamese language columns,
dotted the newspaper. As it is represented, though, these transitions were relatively easy.
As a space of refuge, Fort Indiantown Gap held tremendous importance for many
of the refugees who found temporary homes there. Every ten years, local Philadelphia
papers (and even, occasionally, the New York Times) run columns about those refugees
who choose to return to the site at anniversaries of the Fall of Saigon.68 Wandering the
barracks, they reminisce about those who they left there on their paths to other places,
Philadelphia among them. While both contemporaneous and current representations of
the fort and its inhabitants are tinged with positivity, scholars of critical refugee studies
have pushed back on the ideas of benevolent docility that the camp is characterized with
in media reports. Thinking of the ways that these sites of the production of what Espiritu
calls “militarized refuge”69 cloak the actions of the military in producing displacement,
violence, and war under a veneer of benevolent humanitarianism, we might read
photographs of the camp, where soldiers are depicted playing with young Vietnamese
camp residents, differently. We might see the camp as a site of militarized refuge also as
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one which reveals the imbrications of displacement with refuge: as a site for military
training, the camp was a site for the expansion of military power, itself a reason for
forced displacements in the first place.
Later, as Cuban refugees would be brought to the site for resettlement, attitudes
about the camp and its purpose would shift radically. In May of 1980, a first wave of
Cuban refugees were flown to the base for processing, with Indiantown Gap serving as a
site for “filtering a trickle of the flood” of Cuban refugees.70 From the start, Cuban
refugee resettlement at this site was a source of consternation, and representations were
immediately different. As one newspaper notes:
“As tens of thousands of Castro’s unwanted poured into Key West, our government
was confronted with a test of its historic commitment to the great American
principle of providing sanctuary to the disenfranchised… The American public
was to learn that we had unwittingly received vicious murderers, thieves and
prostitutes, as well as political dissidents and freedom-loving contributors to
society whose life-styles had been systematically cramped by the totalitarian ethic
of Cuba.”71

Cuban resettlement at Indiantown Gap was peppered with accounts of violence. “During
the months they were at Indiantown Gap, 26 Cubans were arrested and arraigned on
criminal charges that ranged from petty theft to housebreaking. In addition, one man was
killed and 58 people were injured in three violent disturbances in late August.”72
“Residents throughout the area complained of many real or imagined problems
with the refugees.”73 One man described keeping a gun by his bed for the purpose of
shooting any Cubans found on his farm.74 Another described a discomfort with perceived
Cuban refugee criminality and homosexuality. Even reporters at the time noted the
distinct differences between the reception of Cubans and the reception of Vietnamese:
“Area residents felt fairly comfortable with the Vietnamese in 1975. In general, however,
they have never felt comfortable about the Cubans.”75 While the Vietnamese were often
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characterized as kind, well-meaning, and gentle people, Cuban refugees were associated
with crime. By the time refugees left the base in mid-October of 1980, tensions were high
and Cuban resettlement was considered a relative failure. Soon, the base was no longer
used for resettlement, despite being considered for use in later refugee crises across
Europe and resumed its status as a military training facility; the only living things it now
serves as a refuge for are butterflies. The histories of the site as a place of resettlement,
save for periodic articles about refugee return, tend to be submerged amidst other
narratives.
Further hidden in Fort Indiantown Gap’s history are its links to Indigenous
displacement. While this Native history is not always recounted in the sources I found,
when it was told it is generally vague. Even lore about its name is uncertain, rife with
myths about violence. The official website for Fort Indiantown Gap suggests that its
name, “fashioned from the Native American presence and geography,” is “derived from
the many Native American villages that existed in the vicinity of the installation.”76 One
newspaper article from the 1990s notes, Indiantown Gap is named after “four towns
where Indians lived almost 300 years ago… Forts were built at Indiantown Gap in the
1700s to protect farmers against attacks by Indians.”77 Another story stems from the idea
that a man named Adam Harper established a tavern and became friendly with local
Native communities, “a circumstance which is thought to have influenced some of them
to erect wigwams at the Gap just north of Harpers” and as such getting the name
Indiantown that way.
The French and Indian War in 1755 marks one potential moment to anchor the
history of Fort Indiantown Gap. The Delaware and Shawnee, as well as the Susquehanna
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lived on this land. As I noted in my history of Pennsylvania as refuge above, this war is
often considered the point at which an uneasy form of peace between local Native
communities and settlers was ruptured. When Native history is mentioned within the
context of Indiantown Gap, it is usually associated with tales of violence against white
settlers in the region. One telling article in a March 1941 issue of the Lebanon Daily
News titled “Many Persons Were Slain by Indians at Gap” possesses subheadings
including “Indiantown Once Was Scene of Lawless Adventures” and “Redskins Operated
Extensively in That Region.”78 “For two hundred years,” the unnamed author writes,
“the place had a doubtful reputation.” Playing up the salaciousness of stories of
Indigenous attacks on innocent whites, the article reports a number of legends about the
region; from their telling you might imagine the area saturated with unsavory characters,
from looters to grifters and other criminals:
“Because of the almost impenetrable aspects of the Inner Gap region it was since
the time of the Indians a wild territory and for long years infested with groups of
unscrupulous petty thieves and foragers, who preyed upon the farmers outside the
gap in the Fishing Creek Valley hard by… An interesting feature of it all is that
the Inner Gap region had quieted down with the advance of civilization rather
than by any might of the law, and when the Pennsylvania National Guard
authorities took it over some years ago, it was not in the nature of a reformatory
measure.”

Indiantown Gap is here described as “the scene of Indian massacres and red-skin raids in
the mid-section of the eighteenth century, and old history teems with hair-raising stories
of scalping white men, kidnapping of white women and children by the Indians, and the
pillaging of farms and farmers.” Among the Native threat, there was reportedly a “colony
of colored people” who lived in squalor. The village, “made up of poor Negroes who
were never openly accused of depredations themselves,” was reportedly designated on a
map as “Africa”. These free Black communities, along with the Native communities
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around them, would later find themselves attacked by white settlers in the region. Such
violence was reportedly common. The unnamed author writes that in the period after the
war (of 1755), “Murders were reported almost daily, together with pillaging of the farm
houses, burning of barns and all sorts of brigandage.”
While this sensationalized history is retrievable, more commonly erasure and
vagueness dominate histories of this sight. Military documents offer a clue not only to the
Indigenous past but to its shape in their institutional imaginations. In a 1995 report issued
by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Southern District, hints of an Indigenous past
emerge. As part of the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act,
federally-funded organizations must return cultural items to the communities to which
they belong. As a site saturated with Native history, Indiantown Gap was no exception.
The report states that:
“Several Native American groups were settled in Pennsylvania at the time of
EuroAmerican contact. The Delaware, Shawnee, and the Susquehannock were
scattered throughout the general region that now encompasses Fort Indiantown
Gap. The Susquehannock are documented to have had a strong presence
throughout central and eastern Pennsylvania. They were concentrated along the
Susquehanna River in the region south of Fort Indiantown Gap. According to
Jennings, disease and warfare in the 1800s left the tribe virtually extinct.”79

Narratives of Native extinction are not only historically revisionist here, but essential.
While no human remains were found at the site, there were other kinds of artifacts
recovered. Despite these remains, Native erasure and invisibility – a consequence of
Native vanishing from the site – is described as inevitable. As Eve Tuck and K. Wayne
Yang note, settler colonialism – the formation of a refuge for whiteness – requires that
settlers “destroy and disappear the Indigenous peoples that live there…Indigenous
peoples must be erased, must be made into ghosts.”80
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I am reminded again of Avery Gordon’s assertion that hauntings tell us
something. The ghost of the Indigenous, of the slave, of the provisionally freed enslaved
person making a life is a social figure; it is “one form by which something lost, or barely
visible, or seemingly not there to our supposedly well-trained eyes, makes itself known or
apparent to us.”81 The forging of refuge in the United States is dependent upon forms of
unfreedom baked into narratives of rescue and freedom attendant in refuge. In this
chapter, I have attempted to draw out histories which shape Philadelphia. In particular, I
have laid out a history of Pennsylvania’s founding as a site of white refuge forced on
Native dispossession, displacement, and erasure, a history that would come to be
resurfaced (in only partial ways) in the context of understanding Fort Indiantown Gap.
This double settlement — a fort built up in the wake of violence spurred through Native
resistance to erasure and subsequently used not only as a site for military training but
later for the housing of refugees that these wars made necessary. I have also described
Philadelphia as a city with a long history of freed Black people whose presence
fundamentally shaped the city in its early colonial era and which, in many ways, shaped
the city in other ways. These histories have, at times, felt irrelevant to me — what, I
asked myself, does the old history of a fort in a small town in Pennsylvania have to do
with anything?
They have also seemed irrelevant to many of my interlocutors. Interested in the
history and contemporary practice of making refuge, I would often say as much to people
I wanted to work with. But we already know that, they would say; what else is there to
know? Reading for new information, new details, new frameworks with which to engage
in a practice of what Yen Le Espiritu calls “critical juxtaposing,”82 was my attempt to
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resist this. I wanted to understand a history of the present. “As an ethnographic project,”
ultimately “to write the history of the present requires grappling with the form ideological
interpellation takes — ‘we have already understood’ — and with the difficulty of
imagining beyond the limits of what is already understandable.”83 Nowhere would I find
this more useful than in reading our contemporary present not only as a moment in which
displaced bodies are prevalent, but representations of them too.

The Wake: Contemporary Crisis & Visions of the Past
Near the end of his presidency, President Barack Obama addressed the Leaders’
Summit on Refugees in New York with a speech that captured the humanitarian sentiment
that spurred his administration’s engagement in Syrian refugee resettlement and aid.
President Obama described the war in Syria as a “crisis of epic proportions,” in which 65
million people were displaced in a population movement “more than any time since the
Second World War.” His motivation for calling this summit was spurred by his
understanding of the Syrian crisis as “one of the most particularly the United States – to
learn how to end conflicts and “share in our collective responsibilities.” With his
characteristic gravitas and the emotional tenor which swept him into the White House, he
reminded the audience of diplomats that the crisis is also one of “our shared security,”
framing refugees not as a threat but rather as “victims,” who “are interested in
assimilating and contributing to the society in which they find themselves.” Obama’s
speech highlights the values of “pluralism and diversity,” framing the war as a test of
“our common humanity” and urging the international community not to build walls but
rather break them, to trust that diversity produces strength in community, and to
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acknowledge the history of this nation as one which was built on immigrants. And finally,
“refugees are a symptom of larger failures,” those which, were we to acknowledge them,
may set us forward.
In today's 24-hour news cycle, in which news organizations have pivoted away
from print towards video, a primary language through which this crisis circulates is the
visual. Perhaps the most iconic image of the refugee crisis today reflects what Obama
described as “Alan Kurdi from Syria, lifeless, face down on a Turkish beach, in his red
shirt and blue pants.”84 This image circulated around the world, a photograph that
encapsulated the injustices of the modern migration regime and borders alike. While the
refugee crisis is experienced in a variety of ways by those who are not migrants
themselves – as political rhetoric, legal rearrangement, or economic strain – perhaps the
most significant manner through which crisis is experienced is through imagery. There is,
one might say, a pictorial language of crisis. Refugees, too, have their visual idiom.
In a 2016 music video for her song “Borders,” Mathangi “Maya” Arulpragasam,
popularly known as M.I.A., appears in the foreground, clad in a reflective, all-orange
jumpsuit evocative of a prison uniform. Behind her, lines of dark-skinned men,
expressionless, forge an escape: they run across a sandy plain, climb on barbed-wire
fences, balance on narrow pipes. Against a rhythmic baseline, the men scale walls formed
of rope, clawing their way to the top and running in chaotic masses. The men strike poses
with M.I.A.: on a sandy beach adjacent to the sea, she stands in front of them in her
jumpsuit, the men forming the shape of a ship behind her, clad in sandy-colored suits and
immobile. Later, the men, stony-faced, pile on boats floating across the ocean, their
bodies piled on top of one another. Some wear expressions of contemplation, worry,

85

boredom; none smile. In another, they sit covered in bright gold emergency Mylar
blankets, shielding themselves from the cold.
M.I.A. is of Sri Lankan Tamil origin and draws heavily from her background as a
forcibly displaced person in much of her music; the song itself is dedicated to her uncle,
Bala, who died two days after the video was released, “one of the first tamil migrant(sic)
to come to the UK in the 60s.”85 Public critiques of the video have criticized the artist for
portraying refugees as senseless masses, depersonalizing their narratives and engaging in
tropes. In what follows, I will eschew this critique: not because it is unimportant, per se,
but because it evades other questions I have about the contemporary linkages between her
representations, photographs taken by journalists of recent border crossings across the
Mediterranean Sea, and of course, that iconic imagery: the slave ship. Her video captures
many contemporary images associated with the Mediterranean refugee crisis, but it
speaks, too, to the timeless imagery of boats associated with refugee migrations, from the
1970s and 1980s -- Vietnamese, Cambodian, Cuban – to the 1990s – Dominican, Cuban,
Haitian – and the 2000s – North African, Syrian. Within this, “the semiotics of the slave
ship continue,” Christina Sharpe reminds us, “from the forced movements of the enslaved
to the forced movements of the migrant and the refugee, to the regulation of Black people
in North American streets and neighborhoods, to those ongoing crossings of and
drownings in the Mediterranean Sea, to the brutal colonial reimagining of the slave ship
and the ark; to the reappearances of the slave ship in everyday life in the form of the
prison, the camp, and the school.” 86
In her instructive and classic work on both encamped and urban refugees in
Tanzania, Liisa Malkki examines the ways that the “dehistoricizing condition” of
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refugeehood is reflected in the representation of refugees in imagery and discourse
among humanitarian aid workers. Concerned about the ways that images of helpless,
apolitical suffering constrained the possibilities of contemplating refugee lives, Malkki
tackles what she sees as the problems of refugee representation, beginning with the sheer
fact that “the first thing to be noted about the mutual relationship between image and
narrative, spectacle and self-presentation, is that photographs and other visual
representations of refugees are far more common than is the reproduction in print of what
particular refugees have said.” 87 Reading images depicting the plight of refugees in
Africa, she notes that in these images, “black bodies are pressed together impossibly
close in a confusing, frantic mass. An utter human uniformity is hammered into the
viewer’s retina. This is a spectacle of ‘raw,’ ‘bare’ humanity.” 88 Malkki argues that “in
their overpowering philanthropic universalism, in their insistence on the secondariness
and unknowability of details of specific histories and specific cultural or political
contexts, such forms of representation deny the very particulars that make of people
something other than anonymous bodies, merely human beings.” 89
It is hard not to imagine how the imagery of black, frantic bodies pressed against
one another cannot conjure the imagery of the transatlantic slave trade and the sheer
quantity of human suffering that it brought upon millions of Africans, the terror of the
journey, and the horrors of the plantation. A New York Times photo-essay reflects this.
Among photos depicting drowning bodies at sea, bodies piled into boats dead overnight,
blue faces in the ocean, the words of the photographers echo this observation: “just like a
slavery boat — the same.” 90 Another photographer remarked that “the analogy to slave
ships that once plied the Atlantic… was ‘exactly right — except that it’s not hundreds of
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years ago... This is shocking and this is what makes you feel you are not living in a
civilized world.’” 91
In Human Rights in Camera, Sharon Sliwinski examines the visual rhetoric that
accompanied and facilitated the rise of human rights discourse on the international
stage.92 Her work, which examines the ways that visual depictions of violence and
suffering hailed a new kind of sympathetic public, one filled with spectators, considers
that images not only construct a kind of suffering subject, but produce an international
community invested in their plight. Whether it is an activist music video or a journalistic
photo series, then, these images draw us in, making us part of a global community of
outrage. In this moment, in particular, optic linkages between imageries of the
transatlantic slave trade and the imagery of refugee crossings in the Mediterranean not
only join us as an international community of sufferers. They also produce our sense that
we “are not living in a civilized world.” They haunt us with ghosts of the past. There is an
“affective component of historical consciousness”93 taking place here; we have the
uncanny sense that this figure – the slave – has come from the past in order to make us
aware of something. This crisis is politicized in ways which make parts of the past jump
out at us, and with a single image we are cast back to another time. This is part of what
protestors in Paris were describing as they railed against the idea of slave auctions in
Libya. “It feels like we’re going back to four centuries ago,” a protestor lamented.
Lauren Berlant asks us, “how do we learn to process x happening as an emergent
event, and how do the conventional genres of event potentially foreclose the possibility of
the event taking shape otherwise, as genres y and z, which might hover as possibilities
but end up being bracketed and stored somewhere until repetitions call them back?”94 I
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suggest here that part of how we learn to process contemporary refugee crises as ongoing
events is through a perception of rupture. Interrupting our slow march towards the end
point of human rights, these scenes depicting men in cages, men chained together,
pressed on the bottoms of ships, perhaps even being cast off – is through a sense that an
unbroken chain forward has been folded back on itself, or reversed. This structure of
feeling is dependent, however, on a sense that those events were over, processed, and
done with, one which critical scholars of Black life in the United States and across the
Americas have challenged. The aftermath of slavery is a structure, an ongoing event,
even as it has been processed as a quasi-event which was over long before it was really
done with.
What, if anything, does drawing upon and probing these analogies offer us in an
era of successive refugee crisis and war? We might ask, as scholar Yogita Goyal has:
“Does seeing the contemporary refugee as a specter of the Atlantic slave summon up the
ethical claim of the past on us?”95 It is, after all, possible to articulate a vision of an
ethical obligation to the refugee without calling upon these contentious pasts, whose
meaning has yet to be settled or even consistently acknowledged. And yet, one argument
I might make for these accountings is that calling upon the past – acknowledging the past
and its harms as unfinished business – provides one substrate for thinking of new and
different forms of repair.
In this chapter, I have described one visual politics of the crisis: one which
emphasizes a pressing mass of bodies and calls upon an international community to act.
However, crisis, when experienced from and ocean and miles away, can feel less like the
terror of a packed sea of bodies than it does a slow and grinding halt to bureaucratic
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processes one had come to count on. This is because the response to imagery of Black
and brown bodies crushed together in boats on a rickety sea, in the United States, was too
close our borders. Switching from the rush to accommodate that characterized the Obama
years, the Trump years have slowed our work to a halt. This, more than anything else,
describes the difference between the fieldwork I conducted with refugee resettlement
workers and the landscapes of other ethnographies of refuge I have read. Thus, while it
may seem like an anthropology of exceptionality - one which engages exceptional
suffering, exceptional violence, exceptional need - this work is an anthropology of the
ordinary. It engages with practices that, on their surface, look quite boring, mundane, and
bureaucratic, and which, in fact, often were. After my tenth week of conducting
observation to the sound of printers, murmurs behind closed doors, and empty lobbies I
began to wonder if I had managed to find myself in a site without a “there,” perhaps
because of anthropological tendencies to examine that which is urgent, pressing, and
affectively striking. In time, however, I came to appreciate the pace of life in the field,
recognizing that it mirrored the experiences of my interlocutors, people who had become
accustomed to providing service to refugees coming in waves and suddenly and rapidly
found themselves without funding, certainty, and work. If anything, I suggest that what
makes these mundane moments salient is not their exceptional character abstracted from
everyday life but also how they represent the accumulation of historical processes.
While crises of migration have, for the large part, always been geographically far
away from my field site — whether at the border with Mexico, the Mediterranean, or
processing zones in Southeast Asia and Central and East Africa — they are salient within
these sites nonetheless. Examining “the simultaneous and related struggle over meaning,
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legitimization, and power in representations of the refugee crisis,” Holmes and Castañeda
examine the production of discourses about crisis in the context of mass displacement
into Europe.96 While not reducing the very real crisis “to mere text or discourse,” instead
they “seek to understand how representations engage with the violent political, economic,
and material realities of primary importance in the production of and response to this
crisis” these “simultaneous symbolic, social, political, and legal categories of inclusion
and exclusion with potentially fatal consequences.”97 In their framing, they are inspired
by Gramsci’s arguments about the “war of position” and the “war of maneuver,” in which
case crisis is “a moment in the war of position and war of maneuver when hegemony and
the architecture of a social world are at stake, with future structural and symbolic realities
unknown… a moment of openness in which ’the old is dying and the new cannot be
born.”98 They are interested in the framing of displaced people and how actors respond to
such framings. One such terrain on which these battles are waged, they argue, is in the
realm of visual representation and interpretation. Anxieties about what Berlant might call
“the good life” in the wake of austerity are projected onto displaced people; taking in
imagery of the crisis, commentators delineate the deserving true refugee from the
undeserving migrant. What, then, might we learn about this moment through an
examination of its contemporary representations?
In the next chapter, I describe the ways that neoliberal politics structures
sympathetic responses to the language and visual imagery of a crush of brown and black
bodies. In contrast to those faceless masses, my interlocutors produce individualizing
narratives which emphasize refugees as important actors, agents who, as I elaborate in
chapter two, can not only participate in a modern context like Philadelphia but actively
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act to shape what the city is meant to become. I want to argue not simply that the current
language of urgency and crisis lacks historicity, although that is, in fact, the case; but
rather, I argue that pulling at the threads of crisis allows us to understand something
about what kind of context we currently inhabit. In the following chapter, I engage
further with the dueling questions of the economic and the humanitarian, tackling this
project through an examination of the United States cultural orientation program, within
which I participated for over a year.
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The Right Thing to Do: Integration and the Interplay of Refugee and Urban
Futures
He has to try to find a job for himself to pay all expenses himself. It’s the best way to stay on his
own foot.
— Client file, Migrant Aid Services
Refugees are entrepreneurs, consumers and taxpayers… refugees are a great investment and make
America stronger.
The minute a refugee has a job, that’s the minute they stop being a refugee.
— Hamdi Ulukaya, Founder of Chobani Yogurt

“You don’t have to thank me, it’s the right thing to do,” Philadelphia Mayor Jim
Kenney stated, addressing a crowd arranged in a semi-circle under the glowing light of
stained glass in an historic church in West Philadelphia. Packed on old-school wooden
pews, the nearly one hundred attendees fanned themselves with their paper programs,
sweating profusely. It was an unseasonably warm fall day in 2017, and the crowd of
journalists, social workers, health professionals, and other interested parties, like me, had
gathered to think and talk about “social innovation” as it pertains to immigration in urban
contexts like Philadelphia. The Mayor delivered a rousing speech to kick off the event,
leaving the stage to raucous applause. As he had in countless public appearances over his
tenure as mayor of Philadelphia, he reiterated his commitment to Philadelphia’s
Sanctuary City status, confirmed our ongoing participation in refugee resettlement, and
described the lawsuits the city has filed against the federal government to that effect.
Stirred with emotion and drawing upon his own immigrant background (he is of Irish
descent), he waxed poetic about the multicultural, diverse ethnic heritage of the City of
Brotherly Love.
The event was one of several events focused on immigration to the city that Kenney
would appear at in the days to come. Peppered amidst the busy schedule of the newly-
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elected Mayor were events in support of immigration: speeches at local community
organizations, appearances with activists, promotions for the city’s week celebrating
cultural diversity. This happened in the context of wide political upheaval on the national
scale with respect to immigration policy. In contrast to the Obama administration’s
commitment to refugee resettlement, immigration reform, and the principles of
multiculturalism, Donald Trump had committed – since before he was elected, in a series
of rallies and other public appearances – to the systematic dismantling of protections for
migrants. Upon his inauguration, he promptly set about erecting new barriers to pathways
for migration and citizenship. As federal immigration policy has become increasingly
restrictive under the Trump Administration, Philadelphia has joined other cities around
the country and taken a stand, declaring that the city will resist, as much as possible, the
encroachment of Immigration and Customs Enforcement into daily life in the city. In a
recent “quick facts” sheet produced by the city, the phrase “Sanctuary City” is described
as a loosely applied term with no “legal or uniform definition,” indexing only that for
Philadelphia, it means that police officers will “not ask about the documentation status of
those they encounter.” This policy has been hailed as an important step for producing an
immigration-friendly city, partially assuaging the fears of undocumented migrants and
immigration advocates.1 These are victories which were hard won by local immigrant-led
activist groups like Juntos, whose tireless organizing brought these policies into fruition.
This appearance was not unusual for Kenney, nor would it have been for prior
Philadelphia Mayors John F. Street (2000-2008) and Michael Nutter (2008-2016). Over
the course of the last ten to fifteen years, successive Philadelphia mayors have reiterated
a commitment to making Philadelphia a safe and welcoming place for documented and
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undocumented immigrants alike. In contrast to a national (and, in fact, international)
public discourse which frames refugees and other migrants with suspicion, contemporary
mainstream political discourses in the city have been largely pro-immigrant. Building
upon the city’s self-told history as a site of refuge for migrants from around the world and
Pennsylvania’s founding as a haven for religious minorities, successive mayoral
administrations have established a decidedly immigrant-supporting stance. On the one
hand, we might take this as evidence that this is, in fact, simply the right thing to do. On
the other, taking a stand against the federal government is risky, both financially and
politically, as exemplified by the Trump administration’s response to cities who have
decided not to cooperate with Immigration and Customs Enforcement.2 What, then, might
be some of the contextual factors and motivating reasons for such a commitment despite
its risks?

Key Word: Integration
The key question in this chapter is the following: what are the motivations for,
goals of, and practices associated with the integration of refugees and other migrants to
the city of Philadelphia in the present? What are the political contexts within with
refugees (as defined by and sanctioned by the United Nations) and other immigrants
(including asylum seekers, migrant workers, and other voluntary migrants) come to be
accepted in the city of Philadelphia today? Throughout the rest of this chapter, I use the
term integration to describe both the practical work of helping refugees become
accustomed to Philadelphia and the endpoint of migrant trajectories to the United States.
This tracks with trends among my interlocutors as well as in the context of refugee
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studies, where integration has become a key word for describing and debating ongoing
attempts to ensure refugee success in new environments. This is the case despite
considerable tension about how to define the word, from what it means to how it will be
measured and, thus, how programs which resettle refugees and integrate asylum seekers
will justify their continued existence. Like conversations about immigrant assimilation,
attempts to define integration have oscillated between questions about whether economic
or social belonging is more important. Some emphasize concrete and measurable terms of
economic integration. With its concerns about generational mobility among migrants,
then, the study of integration has much in common with literature on assimilation. Unlike
other frameworks which are more assimilationist, however, scholars of integration frame
it as a two-way process in which the migrant adapts to their new environment, with the
host community changing in the process too. Rather than implying the loss of foreignness
over time in the favor of host culture, scholars of integration note that communities, too,
must do some work to effectively accommodate refugees and other migrants. Despite this
and other attempts to de-centralize the role of outsiders adapting to local norms and its
role as a middle-of-the road between multiculturalism (the production of separate groups)
and assimilationist frameworks which privilege the centering of a dominant group,
integration has been critiqued as a normative framework which ultimately privileges
conformity.3
The meaning of integration is easily as varied on the ground. As Nicole Dubus
found in her study of resettlement workers, conceptualizations of the labor of
resettlement are varied. Many of her interlocutors considered their role simply as
fostering the acquisition of language skills, housing, and employment.4 Others articulated
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their work as more social and psychological, describing their labor as “trauma work”5 and
emphasizing lessening the burden of transition. Some framed their labor as fostering
resilience, defined as “the ability of a person to return to her or his level of functioning
before resettlement.”6 Each of these framings appeared in my work, and one reason I
chose integration as a key word for this chapter because it was the language most
commonly used in almost every site I went to. Articles about refugee integration were
circulated in this community of practice (for example, over listservs composed of refugee
care providers). Integration was so important that my supervisor at Migrant Aid Services
kept a sheet of paper on her wall depicting the phases of refugee adjustment. Beginning
with arrival and then settling upon reality, the diagram depicted two potential pathways
with which refugees could orient towards their new home. In one path, negotiation, they
would wrestle with the new reality and eventually come to integration. On the other hand,
there was alienation. Confronted with reality the refugees would become alienated and, as
such, their path would end in marginalization. In other words, the work of fostering
integration is centered around helping clients negotiate the reality of Philadelphia,
avoiding the alienation attendant upon discovering a reality which is not concordant with
ones’ hopes, leading, ultimately, to marginalization: the worst-case scenario.
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Figure 5. Pathways to integration and marginalization

As I will demonstrate over the course of the following pages, the work of avoiding
alienation is a perennial challenge, and resettlement workers consider it a core part of
their role to shape the affective responses of refugees to this reality, as well as their
mechanisms for coping. Refugees are particularly resilient when they draw upon their
skills to negotiate, rather than become alienated by, the challenges of life in Philadelphia
and other sites of resettlement. The potential of alienation is ever-present, however, as the
facts of urban life under racial capitalism produce a reality that is alienating to many.
What kind of reality is it, then, that refugees encounter in the United States? It
turns out that integration, too, may help us understand this. In the context of the United
States, integration carries other connotations stemming from the attempts to racially
integrate public life. In the next two chapters, I demonstrate how motivations for,
representations of, and challenges in refugee integration in the United States are marked
by the effects of that secondary meaning – racial integration – because of the racialized
character of refuge in North America. As I will demonstrate throughout the course of this
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chapter, while reality – the conditions of the city that refugees find themselves in – is
represented as an a priori context, the realities of life in Philadelphia are produced and
generated contexts. In the framework in which refugees either follow a path to integration
or marginalization, reality is considered static, rather than the accreted results of social
and political processes that could be otherwise. This matters, too, because integration is
presumed to be dependent on the host society. Ager and Strang, proponents of a widely
adopted framework for conceptualizing refugee integration, suggest that the foundations
of integration are rights and citizenship, concepts contingent upon the society in which
they are taking place.7 Citizenship in the context of the United States is always-already
imbricated with the impacts of our foundational articulations of citizenship as belonging
to propertied white men; expansions in citizenship – whether substantive or formal –
have been slow, gradual, and incomplete. In chapter five, I consider more fully whether
our attachments to legal forms of redress for this incompleteness are worth sustaining.
But for now, I want to engage citizenship not as a stable thing to be had, but rather the
continually-changing result of a process through which refugees and case workers go
about “figuring out the rules for coping, navigating, and surviving the streets and other
public spaces of the American city,” particularly as subjects “to the variety of human
technologies that conspire, not entirely successfully, to make them particular kinds of
ethnic minorities, laboring subjects, and moral beings.”8
I understand economic integration and its relationship to culture by drawing upon
archival data, economic studies conducted by the United States government in response
to questions about the potential for refugee economic achievement, and my experiences
working with Migrant Aid Services. In chapter three, I further my interests in economic
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integration to understand more fully the geographic components of this integration,
thinking about segregated space in the urban United States and how refugee resettlement
has fit into this pattern across the last century or so. In doing so, I unravel a tangle of
humanitarian public values and economic imperatives in shaping refugee resettlement
and immigrant acceptance, focusing particularly on Philadelphia’s history of population
shrinkage and its recent rebirth as a multicultural city. I have heard city officials and local
organization leaders refer to this as a key moment in Philadelphia’s history, a great
challenge to boost the multiculturalism of the City of Brotherly Love, a “golden
opportunity” to build a dynamic city: “Global Philadelphia,” where we have a “global”
citizenry. This transformation is built, in part, through efforts of the mayor and others to
produce a “sympathetic public”9 through an alternative understanding of what it means to
be a resilient polity through an uncertain future.
In the everyday, mundane work of escorting refugees to appointments, setting up
their homes, putting together English classes and arranging employment, volunteer
workers and staff alike navigate an arcane web of bureaucracy and structural barriers for
their clients. In response, they encourage practices of resilience and self-care – yoga,
therapy, and support groups – to aid their clients in coping with an unthinkable past and
an unlivable present. They advocate for better political possibilities through local
advocacy and national lobbying. On a larger scale, narratives of refugee resilience
contribute to discourses of self-management and individual sufficiency, supporting the
continued neoliberal retraction of the state while allowing Philadelphia to continue
branding itself as a multicultural sanctuary and haven for immigrants. These brandings,
framed as “the right thing to do,” are shaped simultaneously by moral imperatives to help
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the suffering other and the economic benefits that migrants are believed to produce, as
mobile future citizens in both the economic and geographic sense.
I draw upon several years of involvement with refugee services in the city to
understand why it might be that welcoming migrants – despite national sentiment against
migration – is “the right thing to do.” I suggest that this is a “rightness” that derives at
least in part from the economic imperatives of urban governance after a period of decline.
This takes place in a broader context of securitization that has taken on feverish,
heightened forms, but whose fundamental principles – security, threat, and containment –
have hampered the humanitarian impulse to take in refugees since the birth of the United
States in this very city. As I have argued in the previous chapter, long histories complicate
the notion of Philadelphia and its surrounding areas as a refuge: colonial expansion and
Native dispossession, military enterprises abroad with reverberations at home, the slow
but certain transformation of Pennsylvania into a white refuge, and the racialization of
citizenship complicate notions of what refuge might mean in this city. Here, I take a
shorter historical trajectory into account. Focusing on the decades since Philadelphia’s
population peak in the 1950s, I describe the ways that population decline and economic
distress shape migrant acceptance as simultaneously morally, economically, and
politically justified.
This is important because Philadelphia, a recent report notes, “is becoming a test
case for a new theory on how cities develop in 21st-Century America.”10 Countering
prevailing theories of urban dynamism that suggest that economic development is key to
producing vibrant cities, Philadelphia is a “test case” for the idea that quality of life is an
asset in an economy in which an increasing number of young people are working
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remotely, untethered from the need to be in any one place for their jobs. Under this
philosophy, as Philadelphia’s media suggests, educated young adults are the people cities
want to retain.11 But how does a city do that? Philadelphia’s current strategy is to
develop, maintain, and advertise a multicultural, global identity that attracts young
urbanites who are attracted to a cosmopolitan way of life. Philadelphia hopes to attract
these young people, drawn to these values but priced out of increasingly expensive cities
like New York, San Francisco, and Los Angeles, to our city with its relatively low cost of
living and trendy, multicultural vibe. Refugees and other immigrants, as emblems of
multiculturalism, cosmopolitanism, and global citizenship, become attractive figures for
recruitment to a Philadelphia trying to build a more resilient future. Insofar as refugees
can contribute to the resiliency of the city, they are worthy of welcome. In this context,
advocates for refugee acceptance value refugees as part of a strategy to produce a more
culturally vibrant and economically stable — and concomitantly more resilient — city.
Through language which simultaneously demonstrates the humanitarian imperative and
economic necessity of welcoming migrants, Philadelphia’s leadership can simultaneously
act morally and practically. As such, refugee acceptance is “the right thing to do.”
One of the observations I make in this chapter – and the dissertation as a whole –
is that humanitarian practices take on different characteristics based on the places in
which they are employed. While Philadelphia is not, for example, in the center of the
Syrian Civil War or the ongoing shadow wars, environmental catastrophes, or
spontaneous pandemics where humanitarian practice is most concentrated and where it is
usually studied, the discourse of humanitarian obligation and rescue circulates in sites
like Philadelphia to inform practices that are eminently local and important. As Didier
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Fassin has observed, humanitarianism marks an increasingly important set of emergent
discourses and practices for governing populations and making political decisions that
has fundamentally shaped the modern world as we know it.12 Moral sentiments, those
which direct us in particular to the suffering and plight of often-distant others, have
become core features of contemporary political life, shaping everything from the waging
of war to the provision of care to the urban poor and asylum seekers. As Fassin notes,
“humanitarianism has become a language that inextricably links values and affects and
serves both to define and to justify discourses and practices of the government of human
beings.”13 Didier Fassin offers a synthesis of two traditions of the study of moral
economies — one which places primary emphasis upon the economic, and another which
places an emphasis on the moral sets of values. He defines a moral economy as “the
production, distribution, circulation, and use of moral sentiments, emotions and value,
and norms and obligations in social space.”14 I want to think jointly about moral economy
and political economy here, “not to oppose one against the other or to regard them as
successive but rather to link them together.”15 Moral economy as a framework allows us
to consider societies and “their historically situated moral configurations and to analyze
the related political issue.”16 Studying moral economies is an act of integration of microand macro-level understandings, an examination of historical and social formations.
Examining political economy, too, provides us the material underpinnings for making
sense of the structures which shape flows of ideas, structure values, and help us
understand the world.
As Adia Benton has noted, however, Fassin’s work does not adequately attend to
differentiations in the human of humanitarianism, forgetting that unlike the stripped all-
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too-human or even non-human of bare life that Agamben might suggest, objects of
humanitarian gaze are in fact eminently human, saturated with all the different
significations that their varying forms of humanity might entail.17 As Aihwa Ong has
productively demonstrated in the case of Cambodian refugees in California, the specter of
Blackness in the United States as contrasted against norms of white middle-class civility
and respectability have been powerful ideological poles against which immigrant and
refugee groups are situated in the United States. Ong traces discursive practices and
genealogies of "black", "underclass", and "refugee" as words that have been "key
concepts in the series of intersecting social technologies relating to race, class, poverty,
and gender" and that were manifest in the refugee programs in California.18 In
conversations about the importance of immigration to the survival – and thriving – of
Philadelphia, questions about the integration of refugees are saturated with these moraleconomic claims of deserving and non-deserving personhood: discourses about
criminality, industriousness, and entrepreneurship, to name a few. Variegations in value
and competing ideas of integration and resilience contribute to the generation of value
through refugees.
While I reserve a fuller accounting of these variegations in humanness for chapter
five and the conclusion of this dissertation, in this chapter I’d like to think about the ways
that in the context of Philadelphia, strategies of governance involve welcoming
humanitarian migrants as a way of managing the challenges of the contemporary postindustrial city that Philadelphia has become. It is my contention that attending to the
ways that humanitarian discourses circulate in a city otherwise marked by scenes of
deprivation, operating through the language of capital, investment, and futures, highlights
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the imbrications of race and capital. This chapter notes the ways that value is extracted
from notions of racial difference, understandings which in turn are fueled by their
continual material reproduction through systems of value allocation.19 In an integration of
the nexus of moral economy and political economy, grounding these reflections in
historical context situates the acceptance of migrants to Philadelphia within broader
questions of development, economy, value extraction. Both undervalued surplus labor
and the abstract value of the migrant provide a draw of consumption from for others.
Here, migrant acceptance is a method via which to extract value from difference. I
suggest that by placing humanitarianism – in this very specific case – not in the realm of
the exception but rather within the realm of urban politics as usual, we see that an
attentiveness to the variegations in the human in humanitarianism allow us to understand
much about the contemporary political landscape of migrant acceptance. Further, as I
describe in the second section about the work of accepting migrants, much of what
humanitarian care looks like in the city involves managing the institutional effects of
variegations in humanity and representing refugees as a particular kind of citizen, work
which makes sense predominantly within the context of the United States and
Philadelphia more generally.
The chapter has two sections. In the first, I provide a close reading of a speech by
current Mayor Jim Kenney along with a political economic history of the last four
decades in Philadelphia, understanding how migrant acceptance reflects a new wave in
urban development within the City of Philadelphia. In the second portion of the chapter, I
describe cultural orientation, one element of the process of integrating refugees; in this
section I hope to demonstrate the ways that cultural orientation functions largely to help
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refugees evade those modes of state surveillance and practice which may otherwise
entrap them.

#ToImmigrantsWithLove: Philly’s Economic Pasts & Futures
In a 1989 article in the Philadelphia Enquirer, Edward B. Marks, then president
of the United States Committee for Refugees, asserted the importance of refugee
resettlement in economic terms: “If the refugees’ special resilience is utilized, it can be a
valuable asset in helping the development of the countries where they find themselves.”20
This orientation towards refugee resettlement continues today, as mayors across the
country make the humanitarian gesture of accepting migrants into their cities, becoming
Sanctuary Cities, recommitting to resettling refugees, and lauding diversity in speeches,
op-eds, tweets, and other public modes of engagement. As immigration re-emerges, in
perennial fashion, as a touchstone of American political life and contestation on an
international, national, state, and municipal level, complex negotiations determine how
political leaders align themselves.
Philadelphia Mayor Jim Kenney has embraced this stance and has committed, in
several ways, to promoting it. During the 2017 address to West Philadelphians on social
innovation I attended, for example, he spoke at length about the reasons why Philadelphia
should welcome refugees and other migrants. I quote from his speech that day at length in
the subsequent pages.
“From 2000 to 2013 immigrants have been responsible for 96% of the city’s
Main Street business growth. 96%. Philadelphia Chamber of Commerce also
found that they have been responsible for 75% of the city’s workforce growth
since the year 2000. Despite the tremendous benefit that they provide, currently
Philadelphia’s immigrant communities are under attack as are communities
throughout the country. Policies in both Harrisburg and Washington DC aim to
force them into the shadows and remove them from their new homes. But in
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Philadelphia, we know that diversity makes us stronger and we vehemently
oppose these policies.”

Mayor Kenney’s commentary here draws on information about demographic shifts with
significant consequences. The population of Philadelphia peaked in 1950 at 2,071,605.21
Philadelphia then began an experience of decline, leading to population shifts mirroring
many other Northeastern cities: between 1950 and 2000, the city of Philadelphia lost
554,055 people, an estimated 26.7% of its population, trends which only recently have
started to be reversed. This was partially shaped by a decline in employment
opportunities and revenue, fueling a cycle in which the city’s lack of social services and
resources encouraged the departure of its residents, and the dwindling tax base produced
further migration. Scholars note that “in 1979, federal revenues amounted to 25.8% of the
city’s tax base; in 1988 they were only 7.5%.”22 In addition, between 1970 and 1980, the
city of Philadelphia lost 11.9% of its jobs. Both population and employment opportunities
shifted out towards the suburbs. It’s worth noting, too, that while refugees may account
for 75% of the city’s workforce growth, as Mayor Kenney notes, large populations in
Philadelphia are excluded from or do not participate in the labor market in the city.
However, after more than half a century of population decline, Philadelphia is
currently in its eleventh straight year of population increase, a population growth
accounted for in part by a large influx of immigrants, who now make up fifteen percent
of the city’s population. That level of foreign-born presence hasn’t been found in the city
since 1940.23 Overall, however, this increase of about six percent (92,153) over the last
eleven years is a modest increase not comparable to the rates of increase of other large
cities.24 While the majority of this population has not been refugees (China, India,
Dominican Republic, Vietnam, and Mexico are featured in the top countries of origin), in
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the years since 2000, Philadelphia’s immigrant population has shifted towards a larger
percentage from Latin America (35.7%) and Africa (10.8%).25 As such, since 1990,
Philadelphia’s racial and ethnic makeup has changed significantly. In 1990, 52.1% of the
city’s residents were “Non-Hispanic White,” with 39.3% of the city being “AfricanAmerican” and 5.6% “Hispanic.”26 Since then, the city has seen an increase in Hispanic
populations (14%) and Asian (7.2%), with the city’s Non-Hispanic White population
dropping by nearly a third (35.3%).27
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Figure 6. Percentage of Philadelphia Residents Born Outside the United States, 1940-2016.

Kenney and other city officials emphasize the financial benefits of immigrant and
refugee workforces to a previously struggling and ailing city. Philadelphia’s policies, he
argues:
will continue to build on these successes – Philadelphia’s strength and
biodiversity. I hope to show the rest of the country that we do not need
fewer immigrants. They are here for the same reasons we love our country.
They are here to pursue their dreams and provide a better life for their
children. As we continue to build a stronger Philadelphia by embracing
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and supporting our immigrant communities, we lead the way to changing
the national discussion.
An explicit benefit of refugee integration, according to city officials, is the linkage
between business success and crime rates; the vision of Philadelphia is one in which
criminality is banished by economic investment.
Crime in Philadelphia, as I said, is at a 40-year low. Our business
community continues to grow, and we have put the infrastructure in place
to have the chance to succeed. All of this has happened with the assistance
of our immigrant communities and supporting policies to lift them up. Our
city is at the forefront of change. Together we can change the national
climate and embrace and ensure that all cities like Philadelphia continue to
be welcoming.
For Kenney, the important reasons for integrating refugees are to support this growth,
continue to allow Philadelphia to thrive as a result of its “biodiversity,” in his words, and
continue to support the expansion of policies to support migrants.
Later in this session on social innovation, during a panel with the head of
Philadelphia’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, a local African immigrant non-profit director,
and Helen Gym, an up-and-coming Korean-American Philadelphia councilwoman, the
conversation shifts. Fielding questions from the audience, the policy makers and
community leaders on stage answered questions about the city and its progress.
Eventually, conversation turned from Philadelphia’s strength in “biodiversity” to the
weaknesses of the city. Helen Gym notes that:
I would say one of our biggest weaknesses as a city, and this won’t be a
surprise to anyone – we are the fifth largest city in the country, but we are
also the poorest people in the country. We have a 26% poverty rate. This is
something that … [the] government is constantly shoveling resources
[into]. Where do we put these resources? It is hard to say… this issue is
more important than this issue when there is actually human lives involved
in every single one of those issues. I think as a city that is our biggest
weakness is constantly battling with limited resources.
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The specter of Philadelphia’s poverty is important here, and it peppers conversations
about migrant integration. Mayor Kenney’s twitter feed, for example, is dotted with
tweets like one posted in 2017: “Philly is thriving because of our immigrant community!
#ToImmigrantsWithLove,” posted alongside a photograph of him standing in his office
holding a piece of paper emblazoned with “To Immigrants with Love” and another sign
saying, “Philly Welcomes Everyone!” The first reply to this tweet, tellingly, is “Philly
isn’t thriving it’s broke. Stop lying!”
While Philadelphia may be thriving in some regards, this economic shift is not
evenly experienced. Philadelphia is, in fact, broke. Forty four percent of Philadelphia
households have an annual income of less than $35,000 and twenty six percent of the city
lives below the poverty level.28 Philadelphia’s household medium income, as of a 2013
report, was $34,207, one of the lowest in the nation.29 There are positive features, to be
fair, such as Philadelphia’s unemployment rate: 6.2%, down from 10.9% in 2011.30
Despite this, there is something intractable, it seems, about the challenges that
Philadelphia faces with its economy, something which manifests at the level of school
closures, opioid overdoses, chronic homelessness, and other struggles. At the level of the
city, refugees are often represented as “the desperate turned successful,”31 those who may
be able to transcend this thorny mess into something else, a potential future.
In her article “Immigrant Rights as an Exercise in Urban Branding,” Hilary
Sanders argues that Philadelphia’s investments in immigrant rights represent a strategy
whereby the city may attract the creative class. This impetus is reflected in
documentation written by the city itself. She argues that compared to the chain stores and
boringness of the suburbs, “ethnic spaces are part of the cultural capital produced by
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cities; immigrants create zones of ‘authenticity’ that can offer inspiration to artists, and be
consumed by a later wave of gentrifiers.”32 As arbiters of cultural value, refugees and
other immigrants can contribute to reviving and revitalizing city neighborhoods. Sanders
argues, too, that “the protection of immigrant rights offers a way to shift focus from a
painful history of racial oppression and continuing social inequalities” between
Philadelphia’s Black residents and its more affluent communities.33 For cities, then
economic and humanitarian migrations are twinned. Among the many forms of
immigration the city hopes to support, refugee resettlement exists as a form of
humanitarian migration tethered to the economic requirements of the city – hence, the
distinction between economic and political migration dissolves, differing only in who the
perceived beneficiaries of the migration are.

Integration and its pasts
If integration is a two-way process, one which both impacts the community, as I
have described above, and refugees themselves, how does the latter take shape? One such
way is through cultural orientation. Cultural orientation is “a pre-departure and postarrival education program designed for refugees resettling in the U.S” which “helps
refugees acquire the knowledge, skills, and attitudes needed to adapt to their new lives
and become productive citizens who are fully integrated into their communities.”34
Cultural orientation is conducted with the idea that "when refugees receive appropriate,
realistic, and timely Cultural Orientation instruction, they can thrive and become
engaged, empowered members of their communities.”35 For one year, I went to MAS
regularly to assist in this program, developing materials, filling out paperwork, and
training other interns in the program. It was, admittedly, a slow year: because of shifts in
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immigration policy brought about by the Trump Administration, the organization saw a
precipitous decline in clients over the course of my fieldwork. This, at a time when
renewed political commitments brought about by the perceived threat of fascism attracted
dozens of new volunteers to organizations around the city.
Cultural orientation was based upon the communication of a set of rights and
responsibilities. This emphasis on responsibility and reciprocal obligation in the
program’s contemporary form is shaped by the histories of prior refugee resettlements.
Frustrations about the 1980s refugee migrations, which produced greater than desired
rates of dependency upon public assistance, have shaped refugee policy and practice on
the ground since.36 Southeast Asian refugee groups had higher rates of public assistance
utilization than other migrant groups. This was as true nationally as it was in the context
of Philadelphia. Early accounts of refugee resettlement to the city are peppered with
concerns of workers that refugees had an unrealistic sense of what awaited them in the
city. In 1980, a local relief worker opined about the challenges of truly preparing refugees
for what would await them outside of Indiantown Gap. The sense that camp life was a
kind of suspended animation which produced false hopes can be seen in the last of the
Cuban refugees to leave Indiantown as well. Because of their confinement, one journalist
argues, Cubans were destined to be “prisoners, captives of an unrealistic vision of
America that nothing, not even Indiantown Gap’s barbed wire and armed guards, has
obliterated.”37 These concerns were shaped in part by worries that refugees had a naïve
sense of what it would mean to be an American. Others located the expectations not just
in refugees but on the work of resettlement workers themselves. One worker told a
journalist:
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“We perhaps have done them a disservice…We have clothed them, fed them,
given them a place to live and tried to educate them some about America. But
what do you say to somebody who believes they’ve just arrived in nirvana? How
do you explain to them about taxes and hard time and life as it really is? That lots
of Americans don’t like them just because they’re Cubans? That Americans
resent them taking jobs — even jobs we don’t want? Jesus, it’s like trying to tell
a blind man what the sky looks like. Damn hard.”38

Refugees, ideally, needed to be prepared not only for the economic realities of life in
America, but the cultural and political ones too. They needed to be prepared for bigotry
and hatred. “There is a tremendous naïveté about what the American dream is,” another
interviewee opined. “I hear in the camp of complaints that ‘I’ve lost two weeks or four
months. I could have earned enough money to go back to Cuba for my family.’ There is
not the understanding of how much it will cost for them to live.”39
False, unrealistic, or fantasy-laden understandings of America were also shaped
by political contexts, particularly for Cubans. One exchange, quoted at length in the
Philadelphia Inquirer, takes place between a Cuban refugee and a local journalist:

But señor, what did you expect of America? What did you know of America?
“I knew that this is a consumer’s society, where you do nothing but
consume. Where white is against the black, and they send dogs after the
blacks. Where the rich suppress the poor. That the women have no
rights.”
That’s what you know about America?
“That is according to the communist doctrine… We came because we
had other ideas of our own about America. They say you can be free in
America.”40

Cambodian, Vietnamese, and Cuban refugees arrived to the United States at a time when
there were a number of concerns about whether or not people could assimilate well to the
United States, a time in which social scientists wrote reports which, Aihwa Ong argues,
“provided ethno-racial classifications for social workers and teachers that made simplistic
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causal links between purported cultural features and employment potential.”41 Ong writes
about the ways that cultural essentialism of this type became social currency, part of the
discourse around which people framed the potential of integration into the United States.
Archival newspaper coverage from the 1980s and 1990s in Philadelphia reveals similar
discursive framings.
For example, a 1984 article from the Philadelphia Inquirer entitled “The Last
Victims of Vietnam” asks why the Hmong are “fleeing America’s helping hand.”
“Dumped by refugee officials into some of the country’s toughest urban neighborhoods,”
the journalist writes, “scattered and separated from their relatives and clan leaders under a
government policy to assimilate them, many of the Hmong — a simple agrarian people
who until recently did not even have a written language — have found life in America’s
cities unbearable.”42 Later in the article, the journalist tells a story of “culture shock” on
the part of both newly arriving refugees and existing Philadelphia residents: “When the
Hmong (pronounced ‘mung’)2 first arrived in West Philadelphia, some of the men hunted
the streets with their crossbows, shooting down pigeons for dinner.”43 The Hmong, in
particular, who were reported to leave the city in droves for more rural living, were
known to be “different” from other refugees. The journalist describes them as a people
who “knew little of the modern world” who should be treated accordingly, and as such
the officials “tried to ‘mainstream’ them — to the Hmong’s immense sorrow.”44 Another
article about an incident of violence between a group of Black Americans and a Hmong
man referred to the Hmong as a “primitive farming people.” Lionel Rosenblatt, who was
the American refugee coordinator in Thailand at the time, reported to this journalist that

2

This pronunciation guide is present in the original.
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the influx of the Hmong was “the largest influx of a non-Western, agrarian people to
America since slavery.”
Accounts of refugee migration commonly deploy these tropes, those which
Elizabeth Povinelli might describe as the autological and genealogical imaginaries which
overdetermine frames for thinking about subjectivity. Under the conditions she describes
as late liberalism, what she calls the “culturalization of politics” led to the making of
culture into an object, one which could be said to have specific, measurable quantities, a
way of accommodating incredible diversity in liberal democracies like the United States
without fundamentally shifting political structures. The result was two forms of the
“tense of the other”45: the first, the autological subject, refers to discourses and practices
that invoke the autonomous and self-determining subject, and which are therefore linked
to, but not exhausted in, liberalism's emphasis on “freedom.” The genealogical society,
for Povinelli, refers to discourses that “stress social constraint and determination in
processes of subject constitution and construe the subject as bound by various kinds of
inheritances,” from the simplicity of an agrarian past to, as we will see in the following
chapter, the culture of poverty and violence which marks Philadelphia’s residents.
“The Last Victims of Vietnam” goes on to describe classic elements of colonial
violence — the separation of financial help, separation from community, a disconnection
from normative social and religious structures that previously provided comfort, and all
in a way that spat on the experiences they had endured as American allies. The article
continues, then, by describing the ways that the Hmong were considered a failure,
“depending on welfare” at rates up to seventy percent, challenged as they were by an
inability to speak English and connect with labor markets. The Hmong were not given
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land to continue their agrarian lifestyle, instead pulling them into the urban American
stream where “the refugee bureaucracy was unable and unwilling to treat them with any
special attention or care.”
Aihwa Ong argues that the Refugee Act of 1980, which allowed refugees from
Southeast Asia to receive state assistance, also made these refugees the “guinea pigs in an
experimental overhaul of welfare, one front in the war against the underclass.”46 Drawing
upon James Tollefson’s study of orientation programs for Indochinese refugees abroad,
she argues that “refugee training in the camps reflected the official perception that
regardless of their former backgrounds, the majority of Southeast Asian refugees were
going to be members of the working poor in the United States.”47 Writing in the 1980s,
Robert Bach noted that “there is a growing realization that wage rates must increase
significantly if independence from public programmes is to mean anything except selfreliant poverty.”48 Despite this insight being made decades ago, wages have not
increased; if anything, real access to wages has been depressed in the last decades. In
tandem with these shifts, refugee assistance is also less generous than in previous years,
reflecting overall patterns of retrenchment in social services in general.

Swahili Time: Cultural orientation
Resettlement agencies must balance two competing urges in the practice of
integration: one which suggests that cash support through a period of retraining
(including language acquisition, skills acquisition, and settling in) facilitates more
effective integration into the social system (often referred to as front-loading), while
another which argues that there should be immediate immersion into the economy,
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emphasizing employment as the first step and suggesting that too much assistance will
stunt hopes for growth.49 Practices of integration oscillate between support and pressure
to achieve self-sufficiency. Both a two-way process of integrating refugees into the local
context and preparing host societies to accommodate them, much of what refugees must
be prepared for — and must have been prepared for across time — is the fact of
American social life, from racist structures to economic struggle and the lack of social
safety nets. Cultural orientation and American resettlement programs toe a fine line, on
the one hand assuring refugees of the rights they have as employees, for example, and on
the other hand acknowledging the enormity of their surveillance by the state. Integration
is about preparing them for the fact that refuge is, in fact, partial, if not impossible. Most
importantly, refugee workers know that, and remain eminently aware of the ways that
their efforts to resettle refugees involve acclimating them to a life among the ranks of the
American poor.
An extended case of cultural orientation might illustrate these points. One
morning in the early spring of 2018, I caught the bus on the way to Migrant Aid Services
(MAS).3 That morning I was meeting an intern, Ling, who had been texting me nervously
about whether I’d be available that day. Arriving at the office, I found her sitting in the
empty lobby, although the office was uncharacteristically busy that morning. In the
background, I could hear my supervisor, Brittany, instructing a case manager on how to
deal with a client while volunteers and staff talked on the phone in several languages,
others sitting and sipping coffee languidly at their computers. Despite the absence of
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migrant clients, the office felt busy, although at that point we were at an all-time low of
client volume, at least for my time in the field.
Founded in 1921, Migrant Aid Services is the largest immigrant aid and refugee
resettlement organization in Philadelphia. In the United States, there are two primary
models for refugee resettlement: a faith-based co-sponsorship model and the community
integration model. I did not work with faith-based organizations, instead primarily having
contact with secular organizations based on the community integration model, in part
because the organization which primarily did faith-based co-sponsorship ended their
refugee services, along with most of their other social service programs, early on during
my field research. Migrant Aid Services is just one of the organizations in Philadelphia
tasked with refugee resettlement. Affiliated with a national organization which is one of
the eight “voluntary agencies” contracted through a public-private partnership to do the
work of refugee integration, the organization has several divisions dedicated to aspects of
immigrant aid, from legal services to specified programs for dealing with victims of
torture. The practice of refugee resettlement, long an ad-hoc process before its
concretization in 1980 with the Refugee Act of 1980 (as described in chapter one), is now
a well-oiled bureaucratic machine with a codified set of regulatory practices.
The 1980 Refugee Act authorizes assistance for domestic resettlement programs
for refugees which makes “available sufficient resources for employment training and
placement in order to achieve economic self-sufficiency among refugees as quickly as
possible,” can “provide refugees with the opportunity to acquire sufficient English
language training to enable them to become effectively resettled as quickly as possible,”
will “insure that cash assistance is made available to refugees in such a manner as not to
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discourage their economic self-sufficiency,” and in a manner in which “women have the
same opportunities as men to participate in training and instruction.” The Act made
funding dependent upon plans which would be able to prove that they could encourage
self-sufficiency as quickly as possible. As such, thinking through resettlement requires us
not to think about a unifying, overarching state but rather “a multiplicity of networks
through which various authorities, nonprofit agencies, programs, and experts translate
democratic goals in relation to target populations.” In partnership with a number of other
community organizations, MAS offers a variety of services for survivors of torture, aid
with asylum applications, programs to resettle and orient refugees to the United States
and do programming for other immigrants. As a large and busy organization, they are
well-connected to other resources throughout the city.
In a recent strategic plan, the mission statement for Migrant Aid Services states
that the organization “prepares and empowers immigrants and refugees in the
Philadelphia region to transcend challenging circumstances by providing comprehensive
client-centered services to build a solid foundation for a self-sustaining and dignified
future.”4 Perhaps the clearest description of the mode of integration conducted by
Migrant Aid Services is found in a 2017 publication.5 In it, they describe a “community
integration” model. In the first 90 days in the United States, the organization produces a
flurry of activity around each refugee. After being assigned the case, workers for the
organization secure housing and furnish it with basic furniture, also supplying the food
with nationality specific items. After picking up the family at the airport (in Philadelphia,

All references to documents from MAS were found in the office and will remain uncited to protect
anonymity.
5
I would cite it here but hope to maintain the anonymity of both the organization and its members.
4
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mostly from JFK Airport in New York), they are linked with medical screenings, welfare
benefits and a social security card, employment referral, and school enrollments and ESL
classes if necessary. There is also a mandatory cultural orientation. Home visits are
conducted after twenty-four hours, thirty days, and ninety days. “The primary goal” of
the community integration model, the authors write, is “to ensure that a refugee is on a
path to self-sufficiency and able to navigate systems independently.”
Beginning in the spring of 2017, I started interning at the organization in the
resettlement division helping with the cultural orientation program. Every week, recentlyresettled refugees would come to MAS for a federally-required cultural orientation,
where we would cover everything from school enrollment to employee rights. On that
day I was simultaneously working with and training Ling, who had been volunteering for
only two weeks. She was nervous about the orientation, and so as we set about preparing
the small conference room for the talk we went over our plan for the day. Our client that
morning was a twenty-one-year-old woman from the Democratic Republic of the Congo.
To prepare for the presentation, we brought a years-old laptop from its home among the
assorted A/V equipment and teaching supplies to a small conference room and set up the
Power Point presentation. On the table we set up the usual: a few pens, a set of papers
including the post-session assessment in Swahili, and her phone to call the interpreter.
While waiting, we looked up the standard phone number for interpretation services,
which were farmed out to a large company with work-from-home interpreters of varying
quality located around the country.
Ling, who was only twenty-one herself and originally from China, had done only
one prior orientation. As we set up, Ling told me that her last client had been bored by the
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cultural information and gravitated instead towards technical and practical advice about
how to survive in America. At this point, I’d done a few orientations, so we chatted for a
while about how to make the presentation more interesting while we waited. It was not
uncommon for clients to be late.
Soon, Ling went out in the hallway and brought our client in the room. Imarisha
wore a black hoodie, jeans, and a hat, and had a small round face with petite features,
chocolate brown
skin and reddish cheeks. We looked at one another in silence as the interpreter phone set
up. Soon, the male interpreters voice resonated throughout the room, and with that, we
began.
Ling got going through the slides, and I pause to tell her that maybe we should
introduce ourselves. Ling smiled did so, but she had to repeat her name a couple of times
for the interpreter. After that, we started the orientation. As I learned when I first began
working at Migrant Aid Services, the United States government requires a fifteen-point
orientation to be completed within the first sixty days of arrival for newly resettled

Figure 7. Cultural Orientation Topic Checklist
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refugees. Wherever they may have come from, every refugee must be exposed to this
orientation, which can take the form of an awkward morning conference with two young
interns, a group session, or a special video in each language. As we completed them, a
power point presentation, complete with Clip-Art, was generally the anchor to the
presentation. The first section, which we did that day, is about adjustment and coping
with American life.
“According to the World Giving Index,” the script begins, “Americans are the
most likely people in the world to help a stranger. This does not mean resettlement will
be easy, adjustment can take years.” In this section, we generally describe how
challenging refugee resettlement is, and how different life will be from home. The
adjustment process takes 2-5 years, but there is help. Each refugee is told to call a hotline
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if they ever consider harming themselves. Often, we pause to ask clients what their
biggest challenges are. “The language,” Imarisha said without hesitation, and navigation
too, when we asked. Ling tells her that if she has coping skills, or issues with them, she
should call a suicide hotline, and I mention that she might want to get help through care
that her insurance would probably pay for.
The most important section, I would learn after working at MAS for a few
months, was the section on employment and public assistance. According to the
orientation forms we would need to have assigned, refugees would need to initial and
date each section of a fifteen-point curriculum: “The Importance of English,” “Your New
Community,” “Refugee Status,” “Role of Resettlement Agency,” and “Public Assistance,”
among others (see Figure 7. Cultural Orientation Topic Checklist). Before each
orientation session, a refugee case manager, generally someone either with a bachelor’s
degree or master’s in social work or a related field, but occasionally a former client who
had been resettled, would prepare us for working with the client. In the case of Imarisha,
her case manager had told us that we needed to review norms and expectations around
formal employment in the United States. Armed with this information, Ling began this
portion.
Imarisha tells us that she was working at a factory here, putting vegetables into
plastic containers, work that she enjoyed mostly because it was easy, easier than
chopping wood and carrying it for miles like she did at home, but she found the work
environment was too cold for her, and eventually she got sick. She stayed home for a few
days, and when her case manager, Meg, called her job, they learned she had been
dismissed from work for missing the days. She hasn’t been able to find work since.
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In response, Ling tells her about the rules for punctuality as they are laid out in
the power point and the cultural orientation talking points. She says it’s important to keep
in mind that in the future, if Imarisha is going to be sick or miss work, she should make
sure she tells her boss that is the case. At this point, our client starts looking at her phone
more, and resting her hands on her shoulders. Slowly, her demeanor transforms, and
despite a short burst of laughter when I joke that “us Africans don’t like the cold,”
Imarisha spends the rest of our cultural orientation session unengaged, speaking oneword responses of “okay” whenever she is spoken to.
Later, I asked her what kind of work she would like to do if she were to have any
kind of job she wanted. She said that she’s not picky about work, and that she would take
anything if it were to be offered to her and if she were to get paid. I had asked because we
were talking about education, and I was looking for an avenue to talk about GEDs and
community college degrees, but instead she didn’t have those aspirations at all interesting, of me, to want her to have them - even though she had only finished
elementary school.50
As on other days, we finished the presentation, packed up our things, and left.
Many of my days at Migrant Aid Services were punctuated with moments like this:
awkward, stilted presentations offered to restless, occasionally disinterested clients. I and
the other interns spent much of our time waiting because of the decrease in client volume.
Sitting at a bank of computers in the back of the office, many of us passed the time by
working on our computers, chatting, or doing work for school. I often amused myself by
looking through client case files, noticing the stacks of photocopied identification cards,
school enrollments, leases, and piles and piles of documentation. That was, perhaps, the
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biggest constant in my time at Migrant Aid Services: a truly cumbersome amount of
paperwork, most of which lacked utility and made case management more difficult, not
simpler.
For example, when I first began at MAS, I was tasked with finding a workaround
for a simple problem: after each cultural orientation, refugees would fill out a postassessment form that asked them to do things like explain what they were going to do
when they ran out of cash benefits from the organization (correct answer: find a job),
write down their addresses, or describe the role of MAS in their lives. There were many
problems with this procedure. First, a not insignificant number of our clients were nonliterate, making reading and writing on a federally-mandated form a challenge. Second,
those who were literate rarely wrote in English, meaning that we needed to give them
forms in their preferred language. Except, of course, for the final issue: there were few
staff who could read or write these languages, and they were far too busy to check for
comprehension through reading answers for the assessments. Thus, the forms were
always finished (and refugees or volunteers chased down if they were found incomplete
on audit), but rarely useful. Further, we had no idea whether the cultural orientations were
effective, which was the original goal of the post-assessment in the first place.
Could I find a way to streamline this process so that it might work more
effectively? In theory, yes. In practice, the interpretation costs of reading each question
out loud to each client and then having them answer back were too cumbersome, and the
goal of having each form translated was just too much to bear. And so, when I left the
organization, we were much in the same position in which we had started: a ton of paper
and not a lot of use for it. My supervisor, Brittany, was self-consciously aware of this, and
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of the inutility of much of the paperwork which expanded to fill the space allotted to it.
On the first occasion I met her, I found her writing on a stack of papers no less than 8
inches high. Lifting the stack and dropping it with a satisfying thud, she sighed. She spent
most of her time with these papers, she told me. Rolling her eyes, we commenced with
our meeting.51 And yet this paperwork, as tangential as it was to the job – in fact,
arguably obstructive to the labor – was the lifeblood of the institution. Interns at the time
of my fieldwork were often tasked with the tedious labor of checking whether each paper
chart was complete, and this file often became enlivened with all the expectations of the
field. For the federal representatives whose task it was to make sure each paper and
digital file was complete and thus our work being fundable, it was less the actual labor of
the resettlement process than the bureaucratic traces of it which was the benchmark for
whether we were doing our job correctly. This is what David Graeber, reflecting on the
bureaucratic apparatuses surrounding the death of his mother, noted when he suggested
that more than any anthropological ritual, it is paperwork which is socially efficacious in
the contemporary moment. Graeber is fascinated by the ways in which paperwork, central
as it is to our practices, can render us temporarily idiotic.52 For Graeber, however, this
idiocy is not incidental to the practice of bureaucratic management. Rather, he argues,
situations created by violence—particularly structural violence, by which I mean
forms of pervasive social inequality that are ultimately backed up by the threat of
physical harm—invariably tend to create the kinds of willful blindness we normally
associate with bureaucratic procedures. To put it crudely: it is not so much that
bureaucratic procedures are inherently stupid, or even that they tend to produce
behavior that they themselves define as stupid, but rather, that they are invariably
ways of managing social situations that are already stupid because they are founded
on structural violence.53
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The file is only one form of representing the work of the labor of refugee resettlement;
there are many others, too. But only this one is tethered to funding streams and as such
became this core part of protecting ourselves against audit; aware of the newly hostile
climate around immigration, shoring up paperwork became one way of insulating
ourselves from the prying eyes of federal auditors who, no doubt, were instructed to
scrutinize every file with a fine-toothed comb.
Over time, I would come to understand that workers in resettlement organizations
were aware of the limitations of their practice: they knew that they worked in an
impossible context and the odds were stacked against their refugee clients. Bureaucracy
was just an obstacle to overcome in daily practice. Cultural orientations and other
programs were not imagined to acclimate refugees. No single 50-minute presentation
ever could. But each day they – we – engaged a kind of pragmatic understanding of what
was at stake, and in each moment, they navigated the system as effectively as possible to
do well enough.
As we finished the orientation that day, we learned that our client’s case manager,
Megan, had asked Ling if we were interested in teaching our client’s mother to tell time.
This was an important task for a number of reasons: first, it would help her feel less
disoriented. Second, she was responsible for taking her elementary school aged
grandchildren to school and picking them up, but her inability to tell time had meant she
had missed several pickups, activating the school’s sensitivity to concerns about
childhood neglect. Our goal was to make sure she could tell time not only with a digital
clock, but an analog one as well. The task was complicated by two things: one, she could
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not otherwise read or write, and two, we were told that Swahili time was different from
American time, necessitating two forms of translation.
A week later, I was sent to her house to meet with her, armed with YouTube
videos about telling time, an interpreter phone number, and patience. I had received an
email from Megan thanking me for volunteering to do the in-home session and giving
some instructions. She had stressed that I should repeat the cultural orientation with
Imarisha’s mother, with all important information being doubly reinforced. But she
stressed that I should emphasize the limitations of the resettlement period, particularly
how limited the resources of the organization were in terms of providing continuous,
hands-on assistance. Clients were expected, she reminded me, to work towards their own
self-sufficiency. She also reminded me to emphasize expectations around childcare laws.
I needed to stress the importance of supervision of children at all time, and further, their
consequences; also, I should reiterate the need for clean uniforms and bringing a
backpack to school. Medical appointments were also meant to be kept, especially for
children. “If medical appointments for children are consistently cancelled or missed,” she
continued, “this can signal medical providers or social service workers to contact DHS if
negligence is suspected.”
I was tasked with going to her house and teaching her how to essentially
“translate” between Swahili time and American time; this was a question of actual
translation (that is, I learned that the Swahili clock is literally inverted from American
clocks) but also a question of communicating cultural information. The most salient
information in this case was that which would help her translate from the temporal
rhythms of her past to the necessary timely attunements of her present and future. While
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life in the refugee camp moved on a slower pace and formal institutions were not a large
part of their lives prior to the United States, moving to Philadelphia entailed becoming
embroiled in a number of institutions, each with their own bureaucratic processes. Each
emphasized an attunement to time. This translation – and my helping her with it – had a
primary function of making sure that she always was present to pick her daughter’s
children up from school. This was so that her daughter could work but also so that they
could evade the carceral gaze of child protective services, who might get involved if she
kept coming to pick the children up late. But while I was there, of course, the most
important things to her were someone to help her navigate the confusing maze of
American life: picking up a cell phone, weathering the cold, figuring out about the bank.
In this case integration – “cultural” orientation – isn’t just a stigmatizing mode; it’s one in
which case workers often attempt to help their clients navigate the stigma of “failed”
citizenship or being part of the underclass, even if that often generates discourses which
themselves sound stigmatizing.
For Imarisha and her mother concerns about refugees and their transformation into
worker-citizens were mediated through concerns about time and temporality, childrearing and effective gendered labor, and discipline. Scholarship that examines social
welfare and social services in the United States has suggested, at length, the racialized,
gendered, and classed formations of these kinds of service provision in making subjects.
Inspired by Foucauldian analyses which see power as implicated within social institutions
and constantly permeating the landscape of selfhood, scholars have critiqued the
bureaucracies of the welfare state for narrowing the possibilities of subjectivity for those
who it serves. Scholarship on refugee services is no exception: across contexts, from
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Canada to Australia, the United States to the Netherlands, researchers have indicated the
ways that refugee care participates in narrowing the scope of possibility for refugees,
aiming to transform them into citizen-subjects who conform to, and perhaps exceed, the
expectations of their local milieu. As Georgina Ramsay has argued in the context of
Australia, state practices reveal the coloniality of the surveillance of motherhood for
African women in settler states. For Ramsay, her interlocutors, Center African refugees
resettled in Australia, experienced an inability to mother without scrutiny, imposing a
form of violence upon refugee women that often wounds in more complex ways than the
state violence which caused them to flee their home countries. Describing this violence as
a “civilizing process,” she underscores how access to proper motherhood and care is
restricted for these populations always in need of saving from their own cultural
baggage.54 Too, I am reminded of Elizabeth Povinelli’s observations situated in Australia
as well; describing the genealogical society, or rather those communities considered to be
trapped by the inheritance of their past and unable to tether themselves to proper
modernity, she describes how discourses of constraint and control spur practices which
constrain the possibilities of political liberation for Indigenous populations in Australia.55
Certainly, one way of thinking about this case is to consider Imarisha and her mother as
interacting at the intersection of discourses about Black motherhood, the culture of
poverty, and African backwardness interacting to produce her and her mother as unfit
caregivers.
Case managers, situating their labor as that which helped aid refugee women to
thrive in contexts hostile to them, saw their role as realistically preparing refugees for the
context of Philadelphia. Within this space, this is particularly a project of helping
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refugees navigate and evade carceral traps, such as the intervention of child protective
services or truancy laws. As such, my visit to Imarisha’s house was as much about
helping her and her mother navigate her increasingly large stack of bills – which she
handed to me as soon as I walked in the door – as it was about communicating the real
peril she was subject to. My attempt to translate her time to mine was also a way of
translating a system of personal, intrusive state practice into language she could
understand, communicating the gravity of that with her so that she would not be
surprised. Case workers told me stories about how other refugees had been caught up, in
their own ways and unknowingly, in the system. One family came under scrutiny after a
hawk-eyed teacher noted that their daughter came to school four days in a row wearing
the same socks; another was intervened upon because of their practice of allowing their
children to play unsupervised in the street.
Concerns about the relationship between refugee culture, gender, work, and time
became clearer in other elements of cultural orientation. One afternoon, I was asked by
Brittany if I could develop a series of exercises around the cultural orientation on gender
roles, work, and violence. Walking into her office, she showed me a thick three ring
binder stuffed with loose sheets of paper. She explained that this book was the large set
of documents that one could draw from in order to build cultural orientation programs for
refugees. After noticing a spike in domestic violence as well as other issues of families,
they thought it might be nice to do some of that work in cultural orientation. Happy to
have something to do and curious about the source material, I set about working.
The booklet was arranged in exercises, and my task was to merge Family Roles
and Parenting into a series of multiple-choice questions designed to spark discussion.

135

Each critical incident was paired with a set of responses that the facilitator would help
each group, sometimes a family, work through. The session began with the following
disclaimer: “Many immigrant families and that roles within their family change after the
family moves to the United States. During this session, we will explore some common
changes within families and think about how they could be handled.” The scenarios
included some like the following:
Majid and his wife Ala resettled in the United States with their children,
ages 4, 7, 9, and 13. Ala quickly found a full-time job with benefits as a
housekeeper at a hotel, leaving Majid home to care for their 4-year-old.
After 6 months, Majid was able to find a part-time job working at a
grocery store. Majid felt uncomfortable with the situation because Ala had
never worked outside the home before, and, as the family’s main source of
income, she was feeling more confident.
Ala was often tired when she arrived home, so Majid cooked dinner for the
family and did a lot of the household chores. Over time, Majid became
frustrated with his new role in the family. Some evenings when he was
feeling frustrated, Majid would hit Ala.
Following this response, the cultural orientation volunteer would attempt to spur
discussion among the refugee participants.
Citing Carol Mortland’s study of the process of orientation in Cambodian
refugees, Aihwa Ong describes the process of refugee orientation as one designed to
transform refugees into viable migrants. The scenes in which Mortland describes involve
an inherent superiority between migrant and orienteer, one in which Cambodians were
expected to perform deference, transforming refugees into ready citizens who, in her
words, were to “speak good English, be employable, be unwilling to accept welfare, and
be happy” in America.56 In this framing, the refugees are posited as passive recipients of
cultural knowledge from interns. In practice, however, cultural orientations were
generally performed by young, hesitant college students; I was by far the oldest
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orientation intern, with the largest amount of experience. Others were often there because
among their work-study choices for the semester, this job sounded most interesting. In
truth, then, an assumption of hierarchical relationships overshadows the ways that interns
– whether assumed to be the holders of important information – often performed
hesitance, deference, and concern when asked to orient families of refugees who had
been through much more than they had.
Also, too, refugees would protest the routinized, bureaucratic nature of cultural
orientation. One afternoon soon after I began volunteering at MAS, I joined an intern in a
small conference room, where she was setting up to begin a cultural orientation for a
group of Arabic-speaking refugees. Holding an attendance sheet and a stack of papers for
later inclusion in their case files, she asked each of the attendees who filed in to sign the
sheets of paper. There were, at first, only a few people in the room: two adults, a man and
his wife, and their two children. Once everyone had arrived, she called an interpreter,
who translated her introduction, and the session began with a dimming of the lights and
the beginning of the cultural orientation film in Arabic. A few minutes later, more people
had arrived. The room was packed, and soon one of the refugees, Mohammed, began
interjecting his own asides and jokes in Arabic. We had very clearly lost control of the
room.
After the video finished playing and we turned the lights on, the scene was chaotic.
The intern struggled with her many sheets of paper, instructing refugees to sign here, sign
there. Children crawled under the table and ran around the periphery of the room. Our
impromptu interpreter began fielding questions for us and one man stood up. Angrily, he
declared (via Mohammed), that the session had been a waste of time. We should offer
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actual skills during the orientations or help the refugees find better jobs. Speaking in a
quiet but calm voice, the intern agreed that this was a problem. “What the video shows,”
she continued, “is the ideal situation.” Mohammed communicated this, and perhaps
more,6 and the man nodded. “We do what we can,” she responded, sheepishly, and we
continued having them finish their forms. After the conversation, Mohammed – who was
a bilingual English-Arabic speaker from Iraq – reassured us; they will adjust eventually,
he said. They just have to manage expectations. In other words, they must continue to
negotiate reality.
Refugees, then, were rarely docile recipients of our incomplete, awkward, and
bureaucratic care. Both refugees and case workers alike acknowledged the limited scope
of what we were able to offer in this setting. Despite the hopes of the city that refugees,
with their docile capacity to work without complaint in low-wage work, could save us,
migrants often had other ideas. Yet, as I will argue in the next section, part of the work
that refugee organizations and other advocates do is a strategic representation of refugees
as willing to do just that.
Representing Refugee Deservingness
If, as I argued in chapter one, the visual language of the refugee crisis elsewhere
is plenitude, teeming, and abundance of dark bodies in small spaces, perhaps the clearest
indication of the crisis in Philadelphia was the sudden and rapid disappearance of such
crowds. I began my research in refugee resettlement and asylum advocacy formally in
2016, but I had been working in the field since 2013, when I first began working with

By this I mean that, as is common with the use of interpreters, the conversation
extended through a back and forth conversation during which I imagine more than what
we said was discussed.

6

138

asylum seekers to produce affidavits for their legal cases and volunteering with a local
clinical for resettled refugees. During those years, during which Barack Obama’s
administration had raised the refugee admissions cap and also provided a number of
pathways for asylum seekers to make a home in Philadelphia and other cities around the
country, a visit to any local immigration advocacy community organization would find a
lobby filled with families, children running around screaming at one another in any of a
dozen languages. Now, however, refugee organizations are closing, shuttering their
doors, and struggling to survive. Were photographs to represent the crisis in American
politics in this field, its visual language would be emptiness. Ultimately, the crisis taking
shape for those I worked with was also one of funding — less admittances meant less
funding, more layoffs, and a precarious existence for those working in these
organizations — necessitating sometimes awkward strategies for making the world
better. Local advertisements on the part of Migrant Aid Services during this time came to
reflect a desire for funding and support from individuals and political activism. As I
noted above, integration was perceived as a two-way process by the organizations I
worked with. Not only did refugees need to be prepared to integrate, as I have just
described, into a hostile terrain, but these organizations tasked themselves with also
cultivating a receiving community which was ready and willing to accept refugees into its
ranks.
While internationally-circulated images gave rise to the analogy to the slave trade
and a call to do better than we had in World War II, the images circulated by local
organizations were quite different. The notion of faceless masses counters my
observations of the ways that the resettlement organization I worked with facilitated the
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use of image and narrative in order to generate the kinds of interest in refugees that would
spur action. Rather, it was very common for the organization to reach out to communities
to develop individualized narratives of refugee resettlement that correspond to the goals
of the program. Throughout the pamphlets given out by the Office of Refugee
Resettlement to the website construction to the press stories that members of the team
would orchestrate, the strategies that the resettlement agency I worked with used
emphasized individualism. Despite this fact, it is true that the images of refugees away
that they mobilized drew upon tropes of faceless humanity, whether pressed onto the
board of ships or in rows upon rows of makeshift housing. What are we to make of this,
then, and how might we both read images of refugee anonymity and refugee
individualism alongside one another?
The process of American integration includes transforming the refugee from one
of a mass into an individual capable of self-sufficiency and empathy to characterize how
neoliberal ideologies have made sympathy impossible to mobilize without the narrative
certainty that comes from the single case. Here, again, the structures of capital constrain
our imaginations, and while individualized narratives are an improvement upon the
facelessness of refugee lives, seeing the visualizations of these organizations
demonstrates that narratives are constrained by the economic circumstances within which
they are situated.
With his calls to Make America Great Again, build a wall, and end refugee
migration through the campaign trail, it was worrisome that perhaps something
significant would change about the refugee resettlement program. With time, an ominous
sense of unease came over the spaces in which I worked, including the refugee clinic,
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where clinicians, mostly Democrat, worried about the changes. A provider, herself a
DREAM Act beneficiary, worried about what the future may hold. Political discussions
of the kind that were common then happened. We marched. There were op-eds. Even in
interviews that weren’t necessarily about politics, my interlocutors would worry. Early
after the election, John, a former resettlement worker who I knew from the field, paused
to ask me at the end of an interview, “What is happening to the refugee program?” At the
time, it was anyone’s guess. But he had reason to worry. Soon, wide-sweeping changes
would be enacted in the program, changing much about how local organizations resettled
refugees, provided for the livelihoods, and supported themselves and their employees.
Interviews about logistical portions of resettlement would often give way to fretting —
“Have you heard anything?” “Have you?” — that peppered conversations about what
might come to pass. At the University of Pennsylvania, I sat in on meetings of policy
makers and researchers interested in the process, where we navigated the present through
an analysis of how policy had been and what it might be. There, it became clear that we
were soon to find ourselves in uncharted territory.
MAS was, ultimately, engaged in work on the local community. “Although the
primary goal of refugee resettlement is successful integration,” an internal document
reads, the organization “has the latent goal of engaging the local community in
resettlement.” On Migrant Aid Service’s website, managed by interns, the organization
would post calls to action featuring photographs and posts from clients. One post, up in
advance of national deliberations about the federal refugee cap, featured a client’s
testimony. “Give refugees a chance to show they are more than just a number… we are
human beings,” the post exhorted. Another post featuring the same client, a refugee from
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Iraq, continued this theme. The photograph features a brown-skinned man in his forties
sitting alone and smiling in a clean Black shirt, smiling. This photo stands adjacent to a
quote: “I came to the US two years ago looking for an opportunity to start a new life. I
didn’t know where to start, but [organization] helped point me to a great job… I became
self-sufficient and able to pay my bills and taxes. This really makes me achieve my goal
as a refugee, which is becoming an independent successful citizen and giving back to
this country” (emphasis in original). The impetus towards self-sufficiency as an
imperative of the refugee resettlement program is embedded in their representational
work, reflecting the integral relationship between the political landscape and the
organizational imperative to represent refugees in particular ways.
On one occasion not long after Donald Trump’s refugee ban, I was working at
Migrant Aid Services with my supervisor Brittany when we were interrupted by another
intern working with communications. For a few moments, Brittany and the intern
strategized about an article they would work on with a journalist, an article featuring the
first Syrian family to be resettled in Philadelphia after the ban. They discussed different
ways of framing the family: their trajectory, what they had experienced, where they
would live, and their contributions to America. They scheduled a photo shoot with the
family, where they would be depicted in various scenes of family life, smiling and happy.
Overall, these representations were important in framing these communities as
deserving contributors to Philadelphia. Contrary to the photographs of “faceless masses”
falling off of ships into treacherous waters or packed into makeshift camps bearing a
strong resemblance to prisons, local representations of refugees by sympathetic parties
emphasized individuality, entrepreneurship, and gratitude. These representations at the
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state level hold as well too. For a time, an individual refugee named Mohammed Al
Juboori was featured on the Pennsylvania Refugee Resettlement Program website. He is
depicted between two workers from local refugee resettlement organizations, holding a
certificate representing his recognition by Pennsylvania Governor Tom Wolf, for “being
a contributing and valued member of the local community.” 57 His profile describes his
journey from air traffic controller in Iraq to his resettlement in Philadelphia, where he
volunteered in ESL classrooms in a “pleasant manner” and was “extremely dependable.”
“Mohammed’s dream,” the article continues, “was to work in his field at an airport but
feeling a sense of responsibility, he was ready to take any available jobs to support his
family and really begin his new life in the U.S.” And, as a result, he took a job at $8 as a
sales associate in Walmart. Here, Mohammed is described as pleasant, dependable, and
willing to work under any conditions, conditions within which mean that he continues to
take on work despite it not aligning with his previously held goals or even his skill set.
Focusing on the representational repertoire available here, I want to point out that
these representations — either faceless masses, a swarm invading, or individuated
beneficiaries of humanitarian care or positive returns on investment — reveal the limited
visual and representational repertoires available to organizations striving to care for
refugees in punishing climates. Without sounding too sympathetic, I also want to push
back against a form of academic critique which posits that neoliberalism, as a faceless
discourse which circulates and exerts its force without agents or agency, is the driving
force behind such representations. In general, however, I found that the people I worked
with were self-aware about the limitations of both their practice and the tools it gave
them to work with.58 Workers in refugee resettlement organizations were often stuck
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between a rock and a hard place: acknowledging the impossible circumstances their
clients were in while also understanding how they contributed, often, to the pressures
refugees faced. Rather than suggest that these are unwitting strategies perpetuated by
people unaware of their commitments to neoliberal ideologies, I instead want to describe
these actions as a strategy, one taken on by people working within corporatized models of
nonprofit care under a system in which dollars were taken from the system day by day.
By representing refugees as deserving, grateful subjects thrilled for a chance at the
American Dream and willing to wait indefinitely for it, these organizations employed a
strategy to try to find funding and justify their existence in a time particularly squeezed
for resources.

Global Philadelphia
Philadelphia was recognized as a World Heritage City in November of 2015 after
a several years-long campaign, the first United States city to receive the designation.59 In
“A Strategic Plan for Philadelphia: Seizing Opportunities as the First World Heritage
City in the Nation,” Philadelphia lays out a vision for its cosmopolitan future: “we will
work together to attract people to visit, invest, work, study and live in the region, promote
preservation and stewardship of our historical and cultural assets, and inspire citizens to
feel confident and proud of our place in the global community.”60 The document, an
outline of Philadelphia’s strategic plan and part of a media blitz emphasizing the city’s
worldliness, is a source of information on how the city, newly globalizing, is branding
itself. The document emphasizes not only the city’s tolerance and historic nature but also
its “historical and cultural assets.”
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Philadelphia is “a city of ideas that has changed how the world thinks about
society and governing,” the birthplace of “Religious Tolerance, Popular Sovereignty, and
the Constitutional Protection of Freedoms.”61 Referring obliquely to, one might assume,
its foundation as a refuge in the 1680s, the city is a “physical manifestation” of the
principles of the 17th century principles of freedom and tolerance. In this chapter, I have
argued that contemporary efforts for integrating refugees, while discussed in a moral
valence as “the right thing to do,” are shaped by the political economic realities of the
city of Philadelphia and its long population decline. I have suggested, then, in reading
chapters one and two together, that notions of Philadelphia as refuge are based upon
dispossession and a visual representation of a crisis in the making that ignores key forms
of ongoing suffering and violence. In this chapter, I have read the moral economies of
humanitarian rescue against political economic questions of urban blight and decay to
suggest that refugee and other migrant acceptance is the “right thing to do” in part
through the valuation of resilient refugees as the basis of a resilient future. In what
follows, I return to space and land. If we are to believe this report, Philadelphia is a
standing emblem for notions of freedom and tolerance. In understanding specificities of
refugee interactions with specific neighborhoods and how conflicts over space and justice
have dotted Philadelphia’s history, I ask: what kind of “physical manifestation” of
freedom and tolerance might Philadelphia be?
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Spaces of Refuge: Racialized Value, Conflict, and Relation
But society is not only something attracting the sentiments and activities of individuals with
unequal force. It is also a power controlling them.
— Emile Durkheim1
Philadelphia is a city wracked by conflict and facing a difficult future. Its civic and political life
often threatens to devolve into casting blame on one group or another for its current difficulties.
— Carolyn Adams et. al2
Racism always appears renewed and new at the same time.
— Ann Stoler3

“I’m going to move, Michelle. I can’t take it anymore.” Garuna says over dinner
one cold winter evening. She has, she says, to get out of that house.
It is January 2017, and the air is thick with intensity as the crisis of the November
2016 election sediments with the inauguration. It is perhaps because of the general sense
of wading through a morass of circulating exhaustion that it takes me a while to notice
that Garuna, a Burmese woman I have known for years, has consistently missed our
dates, rescheduling and double-booking me when we're meant to meet. I don't see her for
weeks, only to be snapped out of my fog when she texts me somewhat desperately that
she needs to see me. Worried, I ask her what’s wrong, but all she will say is that she is
stressed, and we should find a time to meet. But she has news: she’s house hunting, and
she'll tell me why soon.
Finally, we meet a few days later at one of our favorite Vietnamese restaurants in
South Philadelphia. It’s just around dusk, and I park in the lot, heading to a restaurant at
the edge of a complex of Asian grocery stores and restaurants, brightly colored yellow,
burgundy, and mahogany awnings adding color to an otherwise gray and dull mid-winter
scene. I arrive first, and as I sip tea at a table in the corner of the large, open room I see
her figure rushing over. Bundled in a puffy winter coat, her black, shoulder-length hair
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swinging, she rushes over to the table and heaves down with a sigh, stripping off her
layers of protection from the cold. We order quickly because she’s starving, and soon,
over heaps of papaya salad and hot bowls of soup, Garuna tells me about why she’s
decided to move. She now feels, more than ever, that her neighborhood is unsafe. For
months, she'd been complaining that her young, Black neighbors were constantly arguing
in the street, making noise, and having "drama" at all hours of the day and night. More
than this, though, she now worries that they are selling drugs. "Starting in the morning!"
she says, men begin lining up on the stoop next to her house, and for the rest of the day
the apartment receives a constant stream of visitors. The traffic became so heavy that her
neighbors installed a bench for people to wait. Now she just sits and watches, vigilantly,
but she worries about what happens when she isn't home.
Garuna’s two-story rowhouse is in a neighborhood in South Philadelphia, on a
smaller side street off a relatively busy thoroughfare. With a Buddhist temple nearby,
people of all races and ages walk the streets. It’s not unusual to see kids riding bicycles
on the block, blocking frustrated drivers untouched by the children’s boisterous energy.
Over the course of the last century, this neighborhood has been home to successive waves
of migration, favored as it is for its relatively low rents and accessibility to Center City
Philadelphia. Her house has always been open and warm, her three kids piling in and out
of the house with their father in tow, colorful decorations on the walls, and a pervasive,
constant scent of food cooking on the stove. I’m both surprised and unsurprised to hear
she wants to move, and I wait to see what happens.
By the time spring settles into full swing, Garuna has solidified her decision. A
three-bedroom second story apartment in a local suburb and college town has opened up
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within her budget, and she's happy to live there. I meet her for dinner again for a check
in, and we spend time talking about her kids and our respective work and families.
“How’s the move coming?” I ask her, a little out of nowhere.
“Everyone says I'm crazy,” she says, referring to her soon-to-be cumbersome
commute to her job in South Philly. Despite this, she’s determined to move, because
she’s become more afraid in the passing weeks. In response to my inquisitive eyebrows,
she tells me that the men next door have started to look at her daughters, even her 10year-old, who’s grown tall in the last year. An example: One busy morning, in the bustle
of getting everyone up and out of the house, she left something behind. Running upstairs,
she told her teenage daughter to watch her two younger girls. When she came outside,
she found men from next door talking to her daughter, looking at the teen in a way that
made Garuna uncomfortable.
Having seen her neighbors hanging out on the stoop, I’m struck by her persistent
description of them as men. Many of the people I’ve seen around her house are teenagers,
who I perceive as around the same age as her daughter. So, I ask her, “are they men or are
they boys?”
“Men!” she exclaims, with conviction.
As the conversation unfolds, we talk about her neighborhood and her decision to
leave. For Garuna, the primary reason is fear. She fears that her neighbors prey on her
children, and they know when she isn't in the house. She fears especially for her 16-yearold daughter, who's pretty and curvy. She worries. The best solution is to move. And
anyway, the suburbs are more convenient. The parking is ample, and the schools are
better. Not only this, but Garuna has long had concerns about the safety of her
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neighborhood. Once, while I was driving her home, we passed a local park in her
neighborhood. She told me, in passing, that there was a recently a shooting there, where
she says there have been increasing reports of drug use and sales. I ask her more about
this, wondering who’s involved, and she replied that it is almost always Black people,
with Asian immigrant and refugee residents of the neighborhood mostly staying out of it.
For Garuna, her neighborhood is marked not only by violence and noise, but by a
particularly racialized, gendered, and classed interpretation of the sources of these
disturbances.

Social Navigation of Space and Value
The neighborhoods where migrants live shape their potential trajectories in the
city. Acknowledging this fact, a recent report prepared for Migrant Aid Services entitled
“Evaluating Neighborhoods for Refugee Resettlement” uses GIS and mapping techniques
to evaluate neighborhoods for refugees in Philadelphia.4 The report evaluates the current
landscape, evaluating three new neighborhoods for refugee resettlement in the
community. Reviewing housing affordability, accessibility, social supports, crime, and
demographics, the report charts out what proper refuge, for new communities, should
look like. It notes that resettlement patterns over the course of the last several decades
followed racial lines: “Asian refugees have been placed in South Philadelphia east of
Broad Street, and Middle Easterners have been placed in the Castor Avenue area of
Northeast Philadelphia. The communities have formed cultural groups and social
supports, carving a niche for themselves and struggling together to achieve selfsufficiency and integration.” Later, the report begins its evaluation of demographics and
human relations because “an important part of refugee integration is how groups are able
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to navigate a complex racial and cultural environment in a dense and diverse city.”
Demographically, over the course of the last decades, as I detailed in the previous
chapter, Philadelphia’s population declined; white residents have passed away, retired to
the Sun Belt or suburbs, and their children have “achieved the dream” and stayed in the
suburbs. Refugees, however, come in amongst a “multicultural tide of immigration” to
neighborhoods in South Philadelphia and Northeast Philadelphia. “Though all these
groups have faced the ire of the native white population, as scapegoats for blight or more
maliciously,” the report notes, “there is just as much competition and discrimination
among the immigrant groups as they carve economic niches and seek better future
opportunities for themselves and their families.”
Over the course of the last two chapters, I have laid out how Philadelphia has
come to be a racialized refuge and the nature that has taken in the contemporary present.
In Chapter One I described Pennsylvania and Philadelphia as spaces of refuge forged
through Native erasure and dispossession. Pennsylvania’s founding as a site of religious
tolerance was dependent upon processes which negated and erased Native life, turning
Native lands into a white settler refuge. In the early republic, Philadelphia came to be a
bastion of liberalism – one which was tested when, in the course of the Haitian
Revolution, the tension between humanitarian sentiment and racial solidarity was
revealed. In chapter two, I took a more contemporary gaze. Reading contemporary moral
and political economies in tandem, I suggested that in the process of attempting to revive
a failing city marked by structural violence, the criminalization of Blackness and poverty,
and economic disinvestment, Philadelphia’s leadership has taken on an approach which
marries immigrant futures to urban ones. By integrating an increasing number of resilient
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refugees, politicians hope to produce a city that is more global, more populated, and
wealthier.
In this chapter, inspired by Garuna’s narrative, I want to think about how refugees
and other forcibly displaced people navigate this social environment, and have done so,
through successive waves of migration. Scholars of refuge describe resettlement as a
beginning, not the end, of a long journey. One way in which the racialization of refuge
takes shape is in the struggle of migrants to find a space, metaphorically and in practice,
in the places they end up in. The historical record is peppered with conflicts between
migrants and other native residents of the city of Philadelphia; most notably, however, the
most heavily-reported conflicts are not those between white residents and migrants of
color, but between Black residents and other racialized newcomers to the city. Many
accounts of this violence have read these encounters primarily through the language of
xenophobia and a kind of backwardness on the part of provincial, criminal urban Black
people, particularly men. In what follows, I consider sets of encounters between existing
populations of Black Philadelphians and newcomers in order to trouble these accounts. I
do not suggest that xenophobia doesn’t exist; rather, inspired by Raymond Williams
notion of the “structure of feeling”5 and the work of theorists of affect,6 I draw my
attention to the factors which shape broader social sentiments, particularly those we
might associate with hate. My central contention is that rather than taking for granted the
segregation of Philadelphia as an effect of xenophobia and close-mindedness, we can see
the formation of communities in racial conflict with one another as a process. In Chapter
Two, I hope to have illustrated that newcomers have an implicit value over Black
Philadelphians, whose social life and forms of living have been either deeply
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pathologized, as in culture of poverty myths, framed in ways that make them seem
perpetually damaged. Thus, overarching structures of racialized spatial, economic, and
political confinement form the grounds for migrants and racialized native populations
alike to engage with ideologies and practices that we might call racist. In particular, my
analysis of these desires, ideologies, and practices goes beyond individual racism as an
explanatory mechanism.
Migrants and native populations alike navigate worlds saturated with sedimented
social structures that emphasize competition and separate those who may otherwise have
been in solidarity with one another. In a process of what Vigh calls “social navigation” or
what Berlant might call the “proprioceptive,”7 as social actors perceive an uncertain and
changing world around them; they act accordingly. The concept of social navigation
“highlights motion within motion; it is the act of moving in an environment that is
wavering and unsettled, and when used to illuminate social life it directs our attention to
the fact that we move in social environments of actors and actants, individuals and
institutions, that engage and move us as we move along."8 Part of what actors assess in
this context, or navigate within, I suggest, are understandings of value and its relative
allocation. Value and its allocation in forms such as access to wealth, housing and relative
privilege, is easily sensed. As Lisa Marie Cacho notes, “value is made intelligible
relationally,” with race acting as a “methodology of social value” that is “used to
contest erasure, reveal neglect, call out contradictions, claim injustice, and make explicit
hidden assumptions that justified and reproduced narratives about already not-valued
lives of color.”9 As I argued in the prior chapter, refugees and immigrants are, in one
discourse, differentially valorized with respect to one another. Value and social
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belonging, here, are negotiated through an understanding of space and desire to have
access to it or block others’ ability to do the same.10
This chapter also considers actors with different races, ethnicities, and even
historical positions. I trace a particular set of feelings – read as xenophobia or a lack of
openness to new migrants – as part of a circulating economy structured by local spaces.
In this way I am inspired by Sara Ahmed’s Marxist reading of “affective economies.”
Ahmed is particularly interested in objects of hate which appear to be shifting signifiers,
focusing her attention in part on the figure of the “bogus” asylum seeker. But what is
most important to her is that the figure itself is less important than what it affords in
terms of sticky emotions. She writes that what calls an “affectivity of hate… is what
makes it difﬁcult to pin down, to locate in a body, object, or ﬁgure.” Hate works, she
writes, through the way “it surfaces in the world made up of other bodies. In other words,
it is the failure of emotions to be located in a body, object, or ﬁgures that allows emotions
to (re)produce or generate the effects that they do.”11 This allows for what she calls a
process that works “to differentiate some others from other others, a differentiation that
is never ‘over,’ as it awaits for others who have not yet arrived.”12 In this chapter, I take
a snapshot of three moments in Philadelphia’s history of displacement, following these
threads, examining how the relations between migrants and existing “native” populations
in Philadelphia produce a mixture of positive and negative feelings. What I find most
interesting about each of these encounters is that the actors are different from one
another; the scenes hold in common the forced migration of others to Philadelphia and
the response of those who are there. Otherwise, the scenes take shape in different time
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periods, under various social conditions, and with slightly different resonances.
Ultimately however, the end result is violence, disdain, hatred.
Drawing upon a diverse archive of displacement to Philadelphia, I first examine
the reception of Black migrants during the Great Migration by Old Philadelphians (longstanding Black residents of the city) through the life histories of Leon Grimes and Ella
Lee, who both migrated to Philadelphia from the South during the 1920s, fleeing
economic deprivation and racialized violence. I discuss their experiences in Philadelphia,
where they received a chilly reception grounded in the distrust that long-standing Black
residents of Philadelphia had towards new migrants, whose presence inflamed white
resentment and black concern alike. Moving through time, I then discuss interactions
between Black Philadelphians and Southeast Asian refugees in the 1980s. Here, I focus
on the mass migration of Hmong refugees out of Philadelphia, where they experienced
fear, violence, and discomfort upon their resettlement in what was viewed as an
unfriendly urban environment. I then circle back to Garuna, ending with the results of her
planned move. While narratives of refugeehood and displacement often emphasize the
migratory journey from an ancestral home to a new space of asylum or exile, this chapter
explores what happens at the point where refuge is meant to have been found. What I say
at this point may come to be predictable, but alas: the refuge is not quite there. This
chapter considers the affective economies of geography and the right to space which
shape the failures of refuge in Philadelphia.

Going North
Thinking expansively about the history of forced migration in the United States,
beyond the United Nations as the arbiter of recognizable displacement, may help us think
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productively about the historical shapers of contemporary American life. In this section, I
draw upon a history which has generally been considered separate from the histories of
forced displacement in the United States: The Great Migration of Black people from the
South to the northern cities of the United States in the early twentieth century. As Sadie
Tanner Mossell noted shortly thereafter, an estimated “four hundred thousand Negroes
suddenly moved North during the years 1916, 1917, 1918,” encompassing all classes and
every state of the South. “The causes for their coming were two-fold,” she notes: “on the
one hand, certain conditions in the South impelled them to leave; on the other, fortuitous
circumstances made it desirable to invite them to come north.”13 Mossell lists many of
these factors, from “monotonous farm life” to the more insidious “lynching” and
“disfranchisement.” After the ongoing, large scale mass displacement of Indigenous
peoples from their land, the Great Migration of Black Americans from the South to cities
across the North was the largest internal population movement in the United States. Over
the course of the 20th century, the United States saw a significant redistribution of its
Black population, with over 2.5 million southern-born blacks living outside of the region
by 1950 and over 4 million by 1980. An estimated 40,000 migrants came to Philadelphia
in the years 1916-1918.14 This meant that the city was “confronted with the largest influx
of Negroes in its history.”15 These “Negroes,” as scholars of assimilation and urbanism
would later argue, could be constitute the “last of the immigrants” to urban centers in the
United States (given that the majority of Black people moved into cities in and around the
years of the World Wars).
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Ella Lee and Leon Grimes were interviewed along with dozens of other elders
during an oral history project about the Great Migration.7 After an accounting of her life,
which spanned the better part of a century and took her from Florida to Philadelphia
during the peak of the migration, Ella was asked: “If you had to do it all over again would
you have come North or stayed in the South?”
“I’d have stayed in the South,” she replied, with certainty. When asked why, she
said simply, “Because I hadn't bettered myself. My hand to my heavenly father, if I
would have given up what little bit I had in the South and came north, I would
have stayed there. I would have done just as good. And my peoples that there? Is doing
just as good. My children that's in the South? My family's doing just as good in the South
as we are up here.” While she expected prosperity and safety, Ella Lee’s experience was
largely similar in the North as it had been in the South, and while she had a relatively
comfortable life as a domestic worker, movement to Philadelphia did not bring the
rewards she imagined that it would.
Leon Grimes was born in Florida and moved to Maryland in 1913 and to
Philadelphia in 1923. The Grimes’ had family in Maryland drawing them out of the
South, and they believed that it would be better in the North. “It would be better than
down South,” Leon said, “because the South was, in those days, it was real bad, you
know […] for black people. Well, they -- they just didn't believe in no equality at all for
black people.” By way of explanation, Leon tells a story from his time as a young boy in
Florida. Steam ships bearing affluent travelers from the North would pull into the river.
Leon and his brother would go greet them, and the passengers would “throw money out

This interview, along with Leon Grimes’ that follows, is part of the Goin’ North archive, held by the Louie
B. Nunn Center for Oral History, University of Kentucky Libraries.

7

159

in the sea… see… see us dance. All the little niggers dancing, you know?” The rich
people would “want to see the pickaninnies, call you pickaninnies, and all that kind of
stuff. So uh, and uh, we would -- we would dance, and they'd throw money over to us.”
The money was the draw, given that it “was a source of income we had, we -- we could
go down there, we would try to get there every time when those ships come in, because
we knew we was going to get some money, dancing barefoot.” His brother, who had been
born with extra toes, was a particular delight for the passengers, who would make fun of
him and laugh.
“Let's see the little pickaninnies dance!” Leon would dance, of course. It was a
source of income. But this, this “terrible incident” is one of the only things he can
remember from his childhood in Florida. It’s something, he says, “I always remembered
[…] and I remember now, even as old as I am.” His interviewer pauses. There is a long,
stretching silence, then a “Hm.” They move on.
There were a host of motivations for Black migrants to the North during the Great
Migration. Familial ties, the hope of economic prosperity or even mere stability, and a
desire to escape the violence and stagnation of the South brought migrants to Northern
cities like Chicago, Milwaukee, New York, Baltimore, and Philadelphia, among others,
in unprecedented numbers. While not all migrants cited racial violence as a core reason
for moving – Ella Lee, for example, says she experienced calm relationships with white
people in the South and North alike – the specter of lynching and other brutal,
unpunished violence motivated many to move.16 What they encountered was a mixed
reception, peppered with unanticipated challenges.
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This comic published in the March 1920 issue of The Crisis Magazine depicts a
Black man in the foreground carrying a suitcase emblazoned with the words Southern
Negro, hat in hand and gazing backwards towards a chilling scene: a white man, clad in
black suit and hat, staring forward with an indiscernible gaze, gesturing towards a black
man hanging from a tree with his tongue out, pupils rolled up. The title, “The Reason,”
says it all. Blacks fleeing the south in search of greener pastures up North sought better
economic prospects as farm jobs dried up, but they also fled the racial violence and
disempowerment of the south that this image gestures to.

Figure 8. The Reason. March 1920 issue of The Crisis Magazine.
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“Were there many opportunities for Black people in Philadelphia?” Ella, when
asked, flips this question back to the interviewer, who declines to answer. She chuckles.
“Sometimes, I have to answer a question by asking a question.” There is a pause, and
then her voice begins to rise, growing in intensity as she speaks: “Are there a lot of
opportunities for the Black children or Black men here in Philadelphia? Is there for the
White men here? For the Puerto Ricans that come here? For the foreigners that come
here? Can't the foreigners that come here to Philadelphia get a job now before the Black
man can come here and get one? Just tell the truth…” This last, just tell the truth, is
insistent. She pauses.
Knowingly, her voice low again, she says, “Yes. Because there's some living right
across the street. They come here and get in the neighborhood amongst the colored
people and then get a job where these colored boys who have been here, was born and
raised here and they can't get no job. But they can come here and get a job. Naw, a nigger
ain't got no opportunity - ain't got no better opportunity here in Philadelphia than he got
in the South.” Again, a pause, then she half-mutters: “Some of them tell lies, say they is
but they ain't.” Opportunities, that is.
Her interviewer is silent except for a burst of quiet, nervous laughter. Ella says,
sweetly, “I'm sorry honey, but are you interviewing me for the truth or for a lie?”
She continues. “Now I don't know what this interview is for. I don't know what
the white man got you out here interviewing niggers for… but everything I got since I
been in Philadelphia, I worked for it. I worked hard for it.” Ella’s grandmother and
grandfather were both slaves, and she had family all over the South, descendants of
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slaves and sharecroppers. She sighs, “I know a lot. I have worked just as hard here in the
state of Pennsylvania as I worked in – in Georgia.”
Ella had family in Philadelphia, too, and she thought she could make a better life
for her children there. What she found was work, hard work, as a domestic laborer in a
house just outside the city. Leon, too, found work, work and the kind of discrimination
that Ella gestures towards when talking about the opportunities – or lack thereof –
available to her and other Black people. She says that everyone seems to be able to get in
line before Black folks can. Leon, too, has his stories about how this works.
Competition between Black Philadelphians and newly arrived immigrants from
throughout Europe for jobs was sometimes stiff. During World War I, many soldiers left,
making it possible for Black folks to work, partially because, as Mossell noted again
around the time, “the industries of the North were forced to turn to the Negro as their
only immediately available supply of labor.”17 After, however, Leon came to
Philadelphia in 1923, and he worked in the kitchen for Horn and Hardart, a restaurant
company. “I seen that the whites used to … come in there, and as boys, as young -- you
know, young white workers, come in and work, and pretty soon they'd be managers.”
Even people Leon would have trained, white men, of course, would soon be working
over him with a fraction of the experience. What happened in response to this? Well,
“Some -- some black people quit. A lot of them quit and went to the Navy Yard and what
have you. But I stayed right with them. It wasn't that I shouldn't -- I shouldn't have
stayed, though. But uh, seems that um, I could take that discrimination. I could take it,
you know, because I knew that there wasn't no other hope for me.” Leon had a wife and
kids, and while he wanted to protest, he didn’t. It was too risky.
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Compounding the issues that migrants like Leon faced, hostility and racialized
ambivalence came not only from white folks but from those who might otherwise have
been considered allies. With the Great Migration, Philadelphia saw its Black population
swell by more than 100,000, fundamentally changing the racial demographics of the city.
The reception of new Black Philadelphians by an old guard of Old Philadelphia Black
elite was icy. They had entered into an uneasy détente with Philadelphia’s white
residents, and they meant to protect what progress they had made. Some Black families
had been in the city for generations, and despite the overwhelming fact of racial
inequality, had scored a number of cultural and educational achievements. Southern
migrants, in the eyes of the Old Philadelphians, were loud, poorly adjusted to the
northern city, and uncouth; as a result, they feared, the tenuous progress that Black
communities had made, with some options for a confined form of freedom and
achievement, would be lost. As one migrant from the South said, “The old Philadelphia
Negro, he was clannish as he could be, and they were reluctant to accept this other
Negro...They just kept them in their place. Philadelphia Negroes were the worst in the
country as far as that’s concerned. If your parents weren’t born here, you were just out."18
Sadie Tanner Mossell Alexander, a prominent Philadelphia native and the second
Black woman to receive a PhD in the United States, studied the economic life of Black
Philadelphia after the migration. Her language is scornful of the newcomers; while
sympathetic to the plight of new migrants to the city, she aligned with Old Philadelphian
ideology, pointing out that native Philadelphians like herself “found suddenly thrown in
their midst” these “migrants, whose presence in such large numbers crushed and
stagnated the progress of Negro life.”19 As a result, longstanding Black residents of

164

Philadelphia had much to fear indeed, as far as she was concerned. “Certainly none of us
can deny that the migration retarded the steady march of progress of the colored people in
Philadelphia,” she continued, pointing out the “depressed social, economic, and moral
life” brought about by the “weights of ignorance, lack of culture, and increased racial
prejudice” that came along with a rapid increase in the Black Philadelphian population.20
Regional cultural differences aggravated the numerical concerns of native northerners, as
the migrants’ southern ways were often interpreted as signs of laziness, ignorance, and
dangerousness. Partially on the basis of these stereotypes, southern migrants were blamed
for a variety of social problems that afflicted urban communities.
These ideologies – inclusion and exclusion, oppression and the casting of blame –
permeated the thinking of not only Old Philadelphians but new migrants too. Let us
return to Ella, who, as a Black southerner, arrived into a scene in which she was blamed
along with her fellow migrants for the disruption of racial progress. Perceived as an
outsider in a way that was palpable for her, she still found herself compelled to refer to
outsiders – Puerto Ricans and foreigners – as the reason why Black residents of
Philadelphia did not have the full rights and opportunities that should accompany
citizenship. Frustrated by her lack of opportunity, she makes the same move others used
to exclude her from their vision of social life. Her speech evocatively pulls us into an
understanding of just how devastating it is to have been Black. But, in turn, the way in
which her phrasing replicates a common zero-sum logic – the same logics which
motivated the Old Philadelphians – betrayed by the tenor with which she describes
“them,” rehearses an affective structure of opposition, fear, and division.

165

Leon and Ella, together, tell part of the story of what it was like to come North
during this time. Not all of it, though. Just as we can find the scent of warm, comforting
food and the sound of playful children in Garuna’s house and neighborhood, Ella and
Leon had pleasures too. Leon gambled, got into some mild trouble, danced. Ella found
joy in the life she had built for her children, as hard-won as each precious moment was.
In the lives of both we see a complex mixture of fear, hope, and ambivalence, among the
other feelings that form the contours of a life. Both Ella and Leon were the objects of
loaded affects: suspicion, judgement, disdain from Black and white people alike. For
both, hope for a better life, for an escape from racialized violence, for the possibility of
economic prosperity, mingled with the ambivalence of partial acceptance and integration,
forming a life that was well-worth living, if not more much difficult than anticipated.
There are other things, too, shadowy feelings that live in the space between words, in the
long pauses that both Ella and Leon leave in their stories: things we will never quite
know but which saturate their voices, echoing of past hurts and barefoot dancing.

Black Philadelphia & Invasion
The movement of Black folks from the rural South into America’s midwestern
and northeastern industrial cities shaped a social formation which became the subject of,
in particular, sociological inquiry. Black Philadelphia evolved rapidly from the
community carefully described in W.E.B. Du Bois’ Philadelphia Negro21 to a community
with a more varied and complex class structure as Philadelphia’s political economic
realities shifted.22 Curious about the ways that Black people came to form the iconic
ghetto, as described in much work, ethnographers and other scholars interested in
cosmopolitan life have studied Philadelphia’s social realities, influenced as they were by
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the Great Migration and other immigration processes over the course of the last century.
This work established Philadelphia as a complicated, racially-segregated city. Soon, as I
described in the last chapter, political economic shifts would also transform the city into
one structured by neglect.23 It is to this context that the first Vietnamese and Cambodian
refugees were resettled in Philadelphia.
Jacqui Collins, like many other residents of West Philadelphia in the 1970s, must
have been surprised to find that a previously abandoned building in her largely Black,
working- and middle-class neighborhood which had been declared "unfit" for inhabitance
and boarded up was soon filled with truckloads of refugees.24 Much like the Old
Philadelphians who watched as the influx of migrants from the South shifted the ground
beneath their feet, she watched as, overnight, there were “three hundred Asians all over
the place.” Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, her neighborhood was transformed. She
describes one episode at length, emphasizing the sudden and overwhelming nature of the
shift:
It didn't just happen like one day you looked up and the neighborhood had
changed, no. It was over a period of years. The Admiral Court situation,
now, I'm going to truthfully say that was an overnight deal at Admiral Court
[a local apartment complex]. One day you walked past, the building is
empty, the windows are broken; it's just empty and everybody moved out.
And this big orange slip of paper from the City telling that was unfit. You
go to bed, you wake up the next morning. There's three hundred Asians all
over the place. And everybody's saying, 'Where did they come from? How
did this happen?' And that's basically what I remember. I'll never forget
because I used to walk past.
Because I remember how the building looked and then to see it just sitting
there and nothing going on and then the next day to come past and to see all
of these Asians all over the place. And the trucks were still coming. They
came in tractor-trailers, not tractor trailers, but long trucks I guess would it
be eighteen wheelers? And the people were all in the back. And they opened
the back of the truck and here they come...
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And that's basically what happened with Admiral Court. Same thing with
Stoneleigh Court. One day the building is -- they didn't even have time to
board it up, rather they didn't even take the time to board the building up.
The people who lived there left. The last people who just stayed there
because they had no place else to go finally left. You go to bed, you wake
up the next day; the place is filled up with Asians. And truckloads are still
coming, emptying more Asians into the building. And so you have people
there with no light, no electricity, no running water, and you know, like
what's going on. And it just never stopped. It seemed like it went on for days
and days. And then the people in the community started making phone calls,
yelling and screaming, and children fighting. Black children fighting Asian
children. 'You don't belong here. What are you doing here?' It was just total
confusion. It was just so crazy. You wouldn't have believed it. It was
just like a war broke out in West Philadelphia, that's just what it was like.
Jacqui’s sense of invasion may have been laced with fear, but her shock was warranted;
nearly 6,000 Southeast Asian refugees were settled in Philadelphia across three
neighborhoods, making the city the largest resettlement center east of the Mississippi
River at the time.25 This, as it turns out, was far from uncommon. In an article from May
26, 1979, “At rainbow’s end, holes in the ceiling,” a local reporter detailed the ongoing
problems with America’s resettlement effort, an ad-hoc process designed to manage a
flow of “boat people” to cities all over the United States. Organizations, called voluntary
organizations, were asked to fashion a “sociological miracle,” housing hundreds of
refugees in rapid succession with little infrastructure with which to do so.26
This caused extreme disappointment for refugees resettled through the program.
As a local refugee resettlement worker said, “They’ve been refugees for months, and
when they arrive here, they think they’ve come to the end of the road. They think it’s
time for them to be rewarded. But they find out they’re still refugees - and they’re going
to be refugees for a while. They expect too much, and now they’re getting less than ever
before.”27 Rather than settling into comfortable homes, refugees found themselves living
in substandard housing with holes in the walls, rat infestations, lead paint, and missing or
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broken fixtures. Years later, things had not improved. In the early 1980s, local news
reported on “local agencies’ placements of refugees in unfit housing” and “the agencies’
failure to provide adequate follow-up of refugee cases and the city’s failure to face a
critical housing problem.”28 Compounding the fact of the substandard housing was the
placement of refugees. Ellen Somekawa argues that refugees were not merely settled in
poor areas, but in fact in “border areas,” “arenas of contention between different groups”
undergoing some transition.29 Given these conditions and the need to find a bunch of
inexpensive units for refugees, agencies “ended up creating concentrations of Southeast
Asians in neighborhoods that were undergoing decline or racial and economic
transition.”30
Responding to critiques of the program with an acknowledgement that it was less
than ideal, Michael Blum, the head of a local resettlement organization, described the
calculus of continuing the program: “The decision we’ve made is that the refugees are
better off here, even in less than perfect conditions, than in the camps in Asia… We know
how to do ideal resettlement. We’re aware of the housing code violations. But refugees
are going to be living in the housing where poor people live. Poor people don’t live in
good housing in this city.”31 In this statement, Blum gestures towards acceptable refugee
affects – gratitude and acceptance – even in their less than perfect conditions. As Cindy
said, refugees expect too much, not understanding that poor people should not anticipate
or feel entitled to good housing, and rather than calling into question this state of affairs,
they place the blame squarely on the shoulders of refugees who expect too much.
These norms around housing produced a scenario was a good deal for landlords,
especially exploitative ones, because they could collect rent no matter how substandard
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their housing was, a fact I witnessed myself in refugee resettlement organizations even
today, although the conditions are far less dire. At the time, “Asian refugees provided a
peculiar combination of attributes -- they were poor enough and powerless enough that
they would, at least for a time, put up with deplorable housing conditions.”32 Still today,
advertisements seeking landlords to participate in refugee housing depict these rentals as
an easy and efficient way for landlords to have stable income from their tenants, even
while some tenants pay to live in apartments lacking basic appliances, like refrigerators,
as a matter of course. It is no surprise, then, that much like Old Philadelphians who
worried that Northern migrants would undermine their political claims, Black
Philadelphians worried that mass refugee resettlement into unfit housing would weaken
African American claims to fair housing and neighborhood development. Because
resettlement agencies and landlords developed "reciprocal relationships" with one
another, they could bypass Black people as tenants altogether.
These reasonable concerns on the part of Black residents often expressed
themselves in xenophobic ways. For example, soon signs appeared on the street, posted
by the Walnut Hill Community Association in West Philadelphia, near where Jacqui
Collins first saw the mass influx. It said:
Strangers
(Southeast Asians)
Living in UNFIT houses
Apartments, etc. — in Walnut Hill…
Who is responsible?
We should have been consulted…
Public hearing very soon…33
Here, Southeast Asians are positioned as strangers, very clearly excluded from whoever
“we” might be. It is not clear whether the authors should have been consulted because of
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the unfit housing – as a violation of rights – or because of the new presence of strangers.
But that there was a tension, an opposition between existing Black residents and
Southeast Asian refugees was clear. A local Black leader, quoted in a local newspaper at
the time, offered an explanation:
"It's really a paradox. These are some of the same people who black people were
told to fight against [in Vietnam].
A Cambodian refugee who comes into the U.S. gets a $250 resettlement grant
when he sets foot in the country, has cheap housing set up for him before he's here,
goes on welfare when the $250 runs out, and can count on nonprofit agencies give
him English lessons and help getting a job. The ancestors of black Americans didn't
have a chance when they came to America -- they were 'kidnapped' -- and their
descendants haven't been given the leg up the refugees have gotten."34

This calls to mind Letha See’s work on black and southeast Asian conflict, in which she
argues that these relationships get cast as “a zero-sum game” in which “what’s given to
refugees is what’s taken away from citizens.”35 Angered by what her communities have
not received, Sister Fattah evokes the transatlantic slave trade, pointing out how the
absence of reparations in the wake of that not-so-long-ago forced migration makes the
granting of benefits to refugees sting in its unfairness. While, much like Ella’s opining
about the plight of Black workers, Sister Fattah successfully highlights the conditions of
African American life through contrast, she does so in turn through implying that migrant
others don’t deserve what they have received. Rather than pointing her finger at the
broader societal forces that led to soldiers trekking across Vietnam and Africans being
kidnapped from their homes, she gestures towards the refugees, displacing her critique.
On the other hand, relationships between the rights of African Americans to
justice and refugee life in Philadelphia are not merely in her head. On May 13, 1985,
Philadelphia’s police laid siege to a building where a community of Black activists,
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MOVE, were living in – in the most generous reading – an attempt to resolve ongoing
conflicts between a MOVE, their neighbors, and law enforcement professionals. The
incident is infamous in part because the police dropped a bomb, leading to dozens of
houses to burn to the ground.. MOVE was alternately described as a scourge and a
positive experiment in alternative sociality. While one scholar described the group as
exemplary of “revolutionary black humanism,” as some authors argue the group was
framed unfavorably in local newspaper, suggesting that this may have influenced the
comparative indifference to the attack in Philadelphia’s public communities.36 “What
seems clear in this case,” one scholar writes
“is that the press depicted MOVE members as the “other,” an uncivilized form of
subhuman creature that needed to be tamed, thus justifying the actions of the police
and other city officials; at the same time placing responsibility solely on MOVE
and its members. The demonization of MOVE by the press fomented in many
Philadelphians (many of whom were Black) an abhorrence toward the group, that
at best, manifested in indifference toward both the survivors of the bombing and
the eleven members who were incinerated on that gruesome day. The media
framing of MOVE was seemingly so effective that not only did comparatively few
Black Philadelphians express outrage over the slaughter of women and children,
but many of them, apparently so swayed by the press’s depiction of MOVE as the
“other,” were (according to public opinion polls) induced to exonerate both the
mayor and the city’s police department of any culpability for what is undoubtedly
one of the most egregious violations of American human rights of the past 50
years.”37

It’s interesting, within the context of this history, how refugee attempts to achieve
housing justice for their communities were comparatively framed positively. MOVE and
the struggles of refugees for adequate housing share an intimacy is not merely a fact of
the imagination. In fact, often articles about the two appeared close to or adjacent to one
another in the local newspapers. Take, for example, the July 18, 1985 issue of the
Philadelphia Inquirer, which features two articles on page 1-B: “Refugees stage a rent
strike: Gingerly, tenants protest state of West Philadelphia building” and “MOVE panel
and senator at odds.”38 At the same time as Philadelphia was grappling with the aftermath
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of MOVE and what it means for the Black right to security and space in Philadelphia, the
newspaper was celebrating the refugee tenants at Admiral Square, who proved to be not
docile tenants willing to accept anything but agile and skilled organizers who could wage
a successful rent strike against the landlords. After refusing to pay rent when the water
and heat were broken and the building was nearly unlivable, they successfully prompted
the building to become fixed.39
Most notable were ongoing physical conflicts between the communities. “It was
just like a war broke out in West Philadelphia,” Jacqui noted. “Black children fighting
'You don't belong here. What are you doing here?' It was just total confusion. It was just
so crazy.” Jacqui was far from alone in noting the conflicts between Black and other
refugee children during that time. News accounts are peppered with stories of conflict.
Hmong people, in particular, who were described as an agrarian, non-modern people,
were said to be unsuited to urban life. “Dumped,” a representative news article reads, “by
refugee officials into some of the country’s toughest urban neighborhoods, scattered and
separated from their relatives and clan leaders under a government policy to assimilate
them, many of the Hmong - a simple, agrarian people who until recently did not even
have a written language - have found life in America’s cities unbearable.”40 Violence
between Hmong and Black Philadelphians was so salient that stories of this conflict made
their way into national newspapers: A 1984 New York Times article titled “Violence
forces Hmong to leave Philadelphia” outlines one such narrative.41 Describing a man
named Lu Vang’s flights from the “grim streets” of Philadelphia, the article notes that
attacks from Black people – particularly youth – including muggings and beatings, led
them to flee. “Maybe they just don't like us, maybe something wrong with us,” Vang
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said. “I'm not angry,” he continued. “But if we keep staying here I don't know when
someone die.”42
In the 1980s, interracial confrontations occurred at a rate of up to two hundred per
year.43
“Mayor Goode yesterday said he hoped Philadelphians would ‘recommit themselves to a
city which is free of bigotry and hatred and bias’ in the wake of racially motivated attacks
over the past several months… ‘There has been too much racial hatred in the past several
months, and I am concerned about a number of beatings,’” then-mayor said. “Goode
noted the attack Sunday on a 33-year-old Asian graduate student, who was kicked and
beaten with a metal pipe by a gang of black youths. The youths were said to have been
out looking for ‘some fun’ when they came across Haiying Xi at 44th and Chestnut streets
in West Philadelphia… Goode also called attention to a [sic] the random beating of two
black men Sept. 20 in Kensington by a carload of whites.”44
In 2009, a brawl in a South Philadelphia high school that pitted Southeast Asians
against Black teens and which spurred a great deal of intervention and speculation. Work
in the Philadelphia Human Relations Commission seeks to rectify these problems. These
battles existed both along racial and ethnic lines; for example, a series of fights between
Liberian-born teens and Black Native Philadelphians captured attention. Far from only
being portrayed as victims of violence, many refugee communities were associated with
perpetration as well. Much as Cuban refugees were characterized as criminals during
their time at Fort Indiantown Gap, so too were Liberian refugees framed as such in the
local news. “A criminal few turn the American Dream into a Nightmare,” the news
reported.
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Race, Spatial Justice, & the Suburbs
Struggles for the right to space are ultimately struggles for justice. If refuge is, as
we might suggest it is, a spatial promise, how do we characterize the space of
Philadelphia? Over the course of this chapter I have described the ways that the city has
failed to act as a site of refuge. For Garuna, whose family fled political persecution in
Myanmar/Burma, found temporary solace in Malaysia, and then came to Philadelphia as
refugees to seek a more stable and permanent life, Philadelphia as refuge was the promise
not only of a space free of violence but one she hoped would be filled with economic
security. What she found was, in her eyes, a violent space saturated with poverty, crime,
and fear. The spatial promise of refuge was troubled for migrants from the Great
Migration, too; the specter of their lower-class blackness made them unattractive not only
to white residents of the city but perhaps more palpably to the city’s Old Philadelphian
middle class; refuge was saturated with exclusion. Finally, initial resettlements in
Philadelphia of Southeast Asian refugees were punctuated with distrust and violence.?
Pausing to think during a lull in conversation, PJ says to me, half lost in thought,
that “transition is highly stressful for the families and kids. There are a lot of rash
decisions, and sadness, and confusion. Yeah, then ups and downs of excitement for life,
and despair, and excitement, and despair.” Leaning across the table, I ask him, for whom:
him and the other resettlement workers, or the clients? “Everybody involved. You notice
trends where like…. I have a feeling you're going to come back in three months; and say,
‘Life is not great for me; I want to move somewhere else, Philly sucks,’ or … There is a
lot of that wanting to relocate. A lot of meetings where we sit down and really examine
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what that means. In some instances, it was the right decision. In some instances, there
was just a grass is greener situation.”
By the time he was talking to me, PJ had worked in resettlement in Philadelphia
for five years, and before that in other immigrant aid organizations across the country.
We had both seen many of the same problems: expectation and hope, despair and
disappointment, complaints about Philadelphia’s dirt or the unexpected hustle to merely
survive. After we discuss this for a while, he muses, haltingly: “There would be racial
and ethnic issues, too. All of the clients from Asia would always talk to me about black
Americans… The African immigrants as well; and they, yeah…. That was always the
ongoing conversation while we were on the bus or whatever; and just trying to give them
some context and help them understand… what's going on.” This was an awkward part of
the conversation, with PJ’s normally fluid speech hiccupping and pausing with the
awkwardness of speaking things that are so often unsaid. What’s going on. It was the
truth we both knew but which sat between us, white male interview subject, Black female
researcher. We sat in that silence, and after a while we moved on. I kept thinking,
however, about the grass being greener, and about the affective structure of expectation
that made a new city and a new life as much about escaping a place as it was about
shaking loose the people within it, the people who are the very substance of that space.
One afternoon not long after her move, I met Garuna again and asked her how she
was liking her new home, where she had been living for a little over a month. “I love it,”
she said, remarking that it was “quiet,” and she didn't have to “worry about parking.” She
sleeps on the floor of her youngest daughters’ room. Her older, high school age daughter
sleeps in the other room, and her husband, a heavy snorer, sleeps in the master bedroom.
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She looks happier than I have seen her in a long time, and I tell her so. She says she is
content, but she is still anxious about one thing: the schools her daughters will be going
to. Holding her fork mid-air, a bite of salad going neglected as she speaks, she mentioned
her adopted daughter, who will be entering the sixth grade and needs to take an
assessment test. She's nervous about her English, which may not be good enough to get
out of the ESL class. More worrisome, though, is her youngest daughter, who worries,
“Mom, am I going to be the only Asian in my class?” At this, Garuna seems to realize her
fork has been in the air and takes a bite. I feel awkward in that moment of silence,
thinking to myself, yes, she probably will.
Eventually, I laugh. I suggest that there may be more than one Asian student perhaps two, or even three - and then, more seriously, I ask her if she knows the
demographics of the school her daughter will be attending, and she shakes her head. I
suggest that we look them up, and we spend a few minutes together bent over my phone,
discovering that the school is somewhere around 5% Asian and 5% Black. In the grading
system common on websites designed to help parents choose the perfect school, the
district in question is high-grade in every domain except the obvious: diversity, for which
they get a C+. Garuna's forehead crinkles, but she brushes it off, saying, “you were right!
Maybe there will be like three Asian kids in her grade!” We chuckle, focusing on our
food, but as the moment passes it becomes clear that Garuna is deeply worried about this.
She stops eating for a while, gesturing with her hands as she tells me that she has told her
kids repeatedly that if “anyone ever makes them feel different” they should tell her.
The school is not the only zone of contact in which Garuna must negotiate the
new feelings associated with her neighborhood. One of the things she doesn't like, she
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tells me, is that she lives on the second floor, and for the first time she has to be mindful
about her neighbors and the noise that she makes at night. While the lease and apartment
complex never said anything about noise rules, she has ongoing conflicts with her
neighbor. Within the first few weeks, her downstairs neighbor came up, angrily, to
complain that they move their furniture loudly and the kids jump around too much, “I
know my kids, and that's not true,” she said, but she still felt pressure to be quieter after 9
or 10 pm. “It's hard because we work so much,” so vacuuming late at night is often the
only option. I find myself thinking of the times in which Garuna complained about her
old neighbor’s loudness, and if she thinks differently of that now.
A few weeks later, Garuna confirms that her fears have been partially realized. On
the one hand, her daughters are thriving, and one of them is in even enriched language
arts, assuaging her fears about their English language capacity. On the other hand, she is
constantly being made to feel like an immigrant, constantly presumed to be different,
confused, and incompetent. She often feels patronized and singled out. She tells me that
despite having had conversations with her in English several times, her daughter’s
teacher produces written materials for her fully in Burmese, offending Garuna, who
works in English and often finds herself doing translations for other Burmese people who
cannot read English. She begins to express some ambivalence, wondering when people
will accept her and her children as Americans. She may eventually achieve the
educational and economic attainment for her children through this suburban migratory
pathway, fulfilling the same desires that led her to leave a relatively stable Malaysia for
life in the United States in the first place. But this will come with the consequences she
has already begun to experience, as she increasingly finds herself racialized and made
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into a foreign Other, presumed not to speak English and fielding a new set of challenges
in which her children now feel colored by their juxtaposition against the stark white
background of schooling in suburban America. The picture is complicated, in that her
children may “become someone,” in a way through this process, their racial difference
made more tolerable perhaps by what assimilation may offer in economic attainment. But
as time passes, more concerns arise. She asks me if I know of therapists who can see her
husband and her children, counselors who are sensitive to issues of immigration. I
wonder whether to offer to arrange one for her as well.
Philadelphia’s ongoing conflict between Southeast Asian communities and Black
communities or even between Liberian and other African and Caribbean communities
and native Black populations are an ongoing problem within the city. Currently, the city’s
Human Relations Commission negotiates conflicts (these among others), and newspapers
regularly report on scuffles between teens from these communities. Most recently, in
2009 a local high school experienced a several days long upheaval; many students were
injured, and op-eds were written. I wanted to understand this perennial problem. Affect's
utility as a site of exploration comes from the ways that "it registers the conditions of life
that move across persons and worlds, play out in lived time, and energize attachments."45
Attachments and desires shape what feels both possible and desirable. But they are not
merely individualized phenomena, contributing to broader social, political, and economic
processes, acting as the engine of these processes in the every day. This becomes
particularly clear when we examine the intersection between race, affect, and space.
Racial and ethnic boundaries are constructed, reinforced, and ultimately complicated
through the management of space, affectively-laden discourses, and relational social
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practices. Garuna, and other displaced subjects like her, find themselves settled into a
local urban context built for the spatial management of black poverty, spaces inflected
and built through ideologies that shape practices of urban planning, resource allocation,
and political processes to emphasize containment, suppression, and economic truncation.
For example, Garuna’s initial site of resettlement placed her into a space that is structured
as violent and criminal. Given this, a move to the suburbs, to a safer place to make a life,
is that which she “can’t not want.”46 As scholars of political economy have noted, too,
racial divisions have long been stoked as a method of suppressing potential unity among
working class citizens; distracted by internal conflict, the argument goes, capital can
carry on undisturbed. Critical scholarship has demonstrated this in a number of contexts.
Thomas, for example, notes the ways that Jamaican migrant hotel worker “subjectivities
as particular kinds of migrant workers/consumers reproduce a liberal notion of the
‘American Dream’ that limits their ability to imagine potential solidarities between
themselves and African-Americans;” for her, this makes clear that “one’s capacity to
affect one’s own social mobility always outstrips the ‘locals’ in diasporic elsewheres.”47
For me to frame Garuna’s desires as I have – in terms of attachments to
achievement for her daughters, attachments shaped by affects that produce an eminently
racialized structure of aspiration – is not to suggest something nefarious or even
uncommon about her and what shapes her hopes and dreams. Or at least, it is not only to
do that. Instead, I shift away from the individuality of Garuna’s desires, although they are
specific, real, and idiosyncratic in their own way to her, to instead examine an organizing
principle, a structure of feeling that she finds herself navigating her way through in an
attempt to make a livable life.48 Similarly, to point out the hostile reactions of Black
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Philadelphians to the surge of Black Southern migrants or Southeast Asian refugees
entering their neighborhoods is not only to say that racialized subjects sometimes
internalize racism, but also to point out the ways that limited resources, both social and
economic, constrain the terms of debate when making claims for rights. And as we have
seen, space forms the conditions of life as that which people hope to guard or escape,
enter or make impenetrable.
That space is so integral to the experience of being in the world, too, makes clear
why physical mobility so often is tethered to other forms of upward aspiration. The
imagined possibilities of migration are laced with hope for those who choose to move.
Would-be migrants imagine they will build different lives, perhaps even become new
selves. They leave in the hopes of finding something other than what they have, always,
however, with the dreaded possibility that what they hope for will not come to pass. This
was true for Garuna, for Leon and Ella, and for the countless Hmong, Vietnamese, and
Cambodian migrants who found something unpleasant and unexpected at rainbow’s end.
The worlds that these migrants have encountered are those in which refuge from what
they have fled is not accomplished simply through the act of moving. Instead, it is hardwon, incomplete, or impossible, and the realities of urban life – poverty, inequality,
violence – produce new forms of unanticipated suffering.49
Second, while “conflict and competition between two marginalized groups are
often represented as extraneous to white/nonwhite binaries,” they actually serve to
reinforce these binaries – criminal/non-criminal, terrorist/non-terrorist, with these groups
placed into “different racialized binaries and value hierarchies that overlap and
intersect — criminal/illegal, illegal/terrorist, terrorist/criminal — in a way that essentially
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hides, disguises, and displaces American racism, stabilizing rather than subverting
practices and processes of criminalization.”50 That claims to the rights of citizenship and
belonging are waged on the terrain of stoops, workplaces, schools, and neighborhoods
using the language of noise, filth, and decorum is to be expected. That this value takes
shape relationally is the case as well. It is this broader system of social valuation, put into
motion by the structuring effects of whiteness and capital, that shapes Garuna’s desire to
escape, Old Philadelphian hostility towards Great Migrants, and the Hmong exodus from
Philadelphia, not to mention the economic and political arrangements that provided the
preconditions for these moves.
Finally, how are we to make sense of moments in which the avatars of racialized
fear and distrust are not white folks but rather “other others,” instances in which those
who are often objects of fear produce discourses of apprehension themselves? For Lisa
Marie Cacho, seeing the workings of race through “another other’s eyes” requires an
analytical method of relation, one that “centers relational, contingent, and conditional
processes of devaluation.”51 Speaking of instances in which the “perspective of power
and privilege is not represented but also not necessarily not there,” she suggests that it is
in these occurrences upon which we might see most clearly the operation of racialized
value and its distribution in social life. In these instances of haunting, a “seething
presence” that we can sense but not always see draws our attention, alerting us to the
ways that the dominance of whiteness makes puppets of us all.52 In this chapter, I have
searched for these seething presences across a variety of displacements spanning the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries, drawing particularly upon instances of contact
between migrant and “native” populations. These relations, I have argued, are what forms
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racialized subjectivities in Philadelphia, with broader implications for how we might
conceptualize these phenomena across the United States.
Within this context, actors like Garuna cannot but invest in the very frameworks
that were meant to harm them, all the while promising the attainment of the American
dream. As Avery Gordon reminds us, “the stories people tell about themselves, about
their troubles, about their social worlds, and about their society’s problems are entangled
and weave between what is immediately available as a story and what their imaginations
are reaching toward.”53 Ideologies, in the form of stories about the way the world works,
both enable certain forms of action and constrain what feels possible. In exposing and
reforming these tales we tell ourselves, we may learn to imagine other forms of
organizing our hopes, desires, and in turn, our actions. Without a shift in perspective,
what has already come to pass will only repeat itself, as it already has countless times,
and any search for refuge will always be incomplete.
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Bodies: Refugee Medicine & the Aftermaths of (Un)Exceptional Violence
The clinical gaze reads truth from the body.
— Claire Wendland1
We are forced to resort to such fragmented concepts as the bio-social, the psycho-somatic, the
somato-social as altogether feeble ways of expressing the myriad ways in which the mind speaks
through the body, and the ways in which society is inscribed on the expectant canvas of human
flesh.
— Nancy Scheper-Hughes and Margaret Lock2
A refugee’s personal history is often marked by trauma, torture, loss of family and friends, and
the trials of resettlement in a new country and orientation to a new culture. Although refugees
come from many different countries and cultures, their shared pattern of experiences allows for
some generalizations to be made about their health care needs and challenges.
— Barbara Eckstein3
How can one analyze migrant care beyond a reading of professional failure, institutional and
structural violence, or neglect, while not also dismissing them? How can we attend to
professional desires for alternative forms of migrant care, while recognizing that they may not be
fully realized?
— Janina Kehr4

On a sunny afternoon in 2016, I went to the refugee clinic. Upon arriving, I saw
that I was assigned two patients out of the eight we were scheduled to see that day.
Poking my head into the resident physicians’ workroom, I found several unfamiliar faces,
but recognized Olivia and Sarah, who I had worked with many times before. Wondering
how much time we had for our pre-clinic lecture, during which she would cover some
clinical tips for working with refugees, Olivia asked me to pop my head out into the
waiting room to see if any of our refugee patients were there. Dutifully, I walked over.
There were about fifteen patients, but instantly, I noticed two refugees in the corner,
women wearing colorful clothing and speaking quietly to one another. I went back to
report my results. It was only much later that I recognized how strange that was. How
was it that I could sense refugee difference so quickly, without even realizing that I
could? Over time, I came to feel that an intuitive sense of what kind of patient the refugee
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is comes with the experience of practicing refugee medicine. Like other arenas of
biomedical practice, refugee medicine involves its own norms of socialization. Domains
of knowledge and embodied practices which characterize this field are communicated to
future refugee physicians through explicit and implicit practices of instruction.5 Learning
to be a refugee care provider hones an attentiveness to manifestations of difference, from
the sartorial choices and linguistic capacities of our patients to concerns of infectious
disease epidemiology, vulnerability to violence and its aftereffects, and embodied cultural
forms. These characteristics shape provider understandings of the patient community and
define potential responses to their needs.
While the prior chapters of this dissertation have been concerned with the forging
of refuge through displacement, bureaucratic care, and migratory practices, the following
two chapters concern questions of biopolitics and subjectification.6 In this chapter, I ask:
what kinds of bodies does humanitarian migration make? What kinds of patients? How
do clinical providers learn to care for the kind of patient that refugees are, and in the
process shape refugee encounters with the healthcare system? It is also, in turn, a chapter
which reveals my own formation as a refugee health provider. As a second-year medical
student, I went to New York City with some of my classmates. We were visiting the
Weill Cornell Medical College, where a group of students had paired with Physicians for
Human Rights to establish a human rights clinic. There, in an auditorium surrounded by
other medical students, I was trained to help write medical affidavits for people seeking
asylum. We were trained as scribes for clinicians, who would perform the exam while we
watched and took notes. That day, we learned the importance of carefully documenting
signs of physical trauma and its emotional aftermath, from scars made by cigarettes or
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other implements of torture to the nightmares and flashbacks often characteristic of
posttraumatic stress disorder. Later, I began working with a local refugee clinic, where I
was drawn into the complex world of physicians and other healthcare providers who see
refugees as they enter the United States for the first time. I have been working with
humanitarian migrants ever since.
In this chapter, I situate refugee medicine in Philadelphia as a practice of “global
health at home.” Global health is, of course, a robust domain of study with an intricate,
one might even say symbiotic, relationship with anthropology.7 The phrase global health,
far from coherent, names diverse practices across contexts and with often contradictory
motivations. Andrew Lakoff describes two regimes of global health: global health
security, which intervenes upon infectious disease as prophylaxis against potential
outbreaks which threaten population health, and humanitarian biomedicine, which is
more concerned with alleviating illnesses which cause endemic suffering and
underscoring the human right to health. Global health advocates may oscillate between
positions, either “moral obligation to the other or protection against risk to the self.”8
Lakoff’s central observation is that these competing impulses make global health an
important site of political, ethical, and technical contestation. While we might think we
know what “global health” is, it is, as we anthropologists love to say, more complicated
than that. What I am most interested in with respect to Lakoff’s argument is the tension
between security, surveillance, and disciplinary power on the one hand and care,
empathy, and humanism on the other. His analysis reveals critical frictions not only in
global health but the practice of biomedicine as a whole.
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As a way of doing global health at home, refugee medicine in Philadelphia
grapples with these contradictions. While Lakoff is particularly interested in practices
which take place in the Global South, the combination of an eminently domestic practice
of refugee medicine with transnational humanitarian imperatives produces similar
tensions in Philadelphia. My contention in the prior three chapters has been that
humanitarian practices of integration and refuge-making are punctuated by the realities of
the place in which they take shape. This chapter furthers these observations within the
realm of the clinic, where humanitarian biomedicine is influenced by both the global and
the local. Practices of attending to the suffering bodies of mobile refugees are shaped by
the space of home. While scholars posit that humanitarian biomedicine consists of
apolitical, impartial ministering to bodies in need, drawing upon medicine’s capacity “to
heal the body politic as well as the human body,”9 humanitarian biomedicine as it is
practiced in Philadelphia is self-consciously saturated with politics, infused with
questions of structural violence and neglect, and shaped by legal and political practices,
such as those which delimit acceptable cultural practices in the name of protecting
women and children.
Refugees entering the United States are subject to medical evaluation at many
stages of the process, starting with the Overseas Medical Exam, whose purpose is to
exclude potential refugees with communicable diseases of public health significance,
physical or mental health disorders that involve harmful behaviors, and addictions; rather
than focusing on the patients’ health, these exams emphasize public health measures for
disease control. Across the city of Philadelphia, refugee health clinics partner with
refugee resettlement organizations to ensure that refugees receive additional screening,
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immunizations, and basic primary healthcare upon their arrival in the United States,
based upon guidance from the CDC. During their first eight-month resettlement period,
refugees receive Medicaid.
For several years, I went often to the weekly refugee clinic where I began
working as a medical student volunteer. This clinic serves newly resettled refugees,
seeing these recently-arrived migrants for their required domestic medical examination, a
comprehensive screening that involves immunizations, screenings for infectious diseases,
and routine evaluation for chronic illnesses like hypertension and diabetes. The clinic’s
population varies with national trends in refugee resettlement, primarily caring for men
and women from Bhutan, Burma, Iraq, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the
Ukraine, and Syria, with an average of 75-100 new patients annually.8 While I call it a
clinic, it would be more apt to say that it is a pop-up occupation of clinic space. For most
days of the week, it is a standard primary care clinic operating in West Philadelphia. Each
day, attending and resident physicians work in teams to see the stream of patients that
come in: a persistent cough in room 9, a routine health screening in room 3, management
of chronic hypertension and diabetes in room 12. Refugee clinic happened once a week in
the afternoon, and it would stake a claim to a small corner of the clinic space – three
rooms, generally, allotted to a mixture of residents and medical students who would see
patients as they came in. My participation in this clinic as a volunteer coordinator,
sometimes clinician, and ever-present student serves as the basis for the reflections that
follow.

For those unfamiliar with clinical medicine, this is not a tremendously high volume; an average outpatient
clinic would see more than this many patients in any given week.

8
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A Note on Patients and Refusal
First, I want to note that this chapter does not contain detailed narratives of
individual patients that my colleagues and I cared for. Narrative accounts detailing the
suffering of humanitarian migrants are ubiquitous. They frame appeals for empathy for
refugees and asylum seekers and serve to inspire political engagement and pro-immigrant
and refugee sentiment. Ethical considerations, however, have given me pause about the
prospect of recording these narratives in the context of my work. Medical care for
refugees and asylum seekers is complicated by our associations with the state: at each
stage in the immigration process, those who wish to be recognized as deserving of
asylum and refuge encounter a barrage of physicians and other healthcare providers who,
rather than providing medical care, have as their primary goal the rooting out of
potentially threatening conditions, particularly infectious diseases. In these moments,
refugees and asylum seekers do not encounter the physician as a person whose primary
goal it is to alleviate their suffering. Rather, the physician’s role is to fill out required
forms or carry out mandatory screening and treatment for HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis,
intestinal parasites, and other communicable ailments. I, myself, experienced these forms
of truncated care; as an applicant for permanent residency and later citizenship in the
United States, I saw clinicians whose primary concern was to collect my money, stamp
my form, and send me on my way. I experienced their prying eyes and probing hands on
my body, checking for wounds and sores, as a violation. This, even though the providers
and I shared the same language and the same profession. Thus, I came into the field
already wary of the power I and other clinicians would hold, worries which were
confirmed when we learned that refugee patients were often fearful of us as agents of the
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state. What would happen if we found out bad information, or if their stories didn’t align
with other family members? Would we tell the government what they told us? Was it
possible for information discovered in the clinical sphere to influence their lives at home?
Is it possible that they could be sent back to where they came from?
Troubled by this, I decided not to ask my patients in clinic, or the patients of other
providers, permission to record their narratives as part of my research. We often speak of
“ethnographic refusal” within the context of interlocutors who deny, restrict, or otherwise
curtail ethnographic access, whether explicitly or implicitly.10 Refusal, as a political
stance, has been richly theorized in the case of Indigenous peoples, Tibetan refugees, and
others, like Black Americans, who refuse to participate in everything from citizenship to
biomedical research.11 In determining what ethnographic refusal might look like for me –
ultimately, the refusal to probe and represent along untenable gradients of power – I have
been influenced heavily by Audra Simpson. Concerned with and inspired by how her
interlocutors articulated a refusal to consent to state processes, she writes that she refused
to “tell the internal story of their struggle,” but would consent, rather, “to telling the story
of their constraint.”12 Simpson refuses, as I do, to be “that thick description prosemaster
who would reveal in florid detail” the lives of the people she worked with; her
“ethnographic refusal operated at the level of the text: it was deliberate, it was willful, it
was […] very aware of its context of articulation.”13 For Simpson, that context was the
settler colonial relation which structured her work; for me, it is the powerful relations
around consent in the clinic, my own experiences of probing violence at the hands of
immigration doctors, my conviction that we can tell this story without exposure of the
suffering subject.
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I do not claim to have figured out how to do this with ease. Rather, this chapter
has been halting, stuttered, broken in its articulation. It documents a process in which I
tried, as much as possible, to make the clinic, and the world of biomedical knowledge
production and training around it, the object. I spoke with clinical interlocutors about my
work and told them I was interested in how the clinic operated. I asked clinicians to
explain things to me and was upfront about my interests in refugee medicine as an object
of study; unaccustomed to being such an object of the ethnographic gaze, clinicians often
wanted to point me to interesting refugee patients, presuming refugees were the more
interesting target of research. This mirrors the proliferation of local projects done across
public health and medical schools in Philadelphia which examine the experiences,
attitudes, and challenges of refugees with respect to health. The website for the
Philadelphia Refugee Health Collaborative keeps track of many such projects and reports,
from “Health Access and Perceptions of Newly Arrived Refugees in Philadelphia” to
“Refugee Women's Access and Navigation of Healthcare Services in Philadelphia” and
“Assessing the Health Needs of the Burmese and Bhutanese Refugees in South
Philadelphia.” Over the course of my time in the clinic, I have been privy to or worked
with clinicians doing similar projects. My project in this chapter is explicitly not about
replicating this work with a more ethnographic gaze, although it draws upon the reports
and guidelines which are the result of those knowledge projects to make my claims about
refugee medicine as a domain of knowledge production and practice. As such, the
ethnographic detail which follows alludes to, rather than depicts in detail, patient
encounters; it is based upon the dozens of patients I either saw myself or observed in
treatment over the course of my time at the refugee clinic. In collapsing the patients this
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way, I do not wish to efface the individuality, contingency, and vibrancy of their lives,
but to draw our attention instead to clinicians as interesting objects, not merely subjects,
of knowledge.
In prior chapters, I have considered the neighborhood, the workplace, the makeshift
camp, and other sites as places where the afterlives of settler colonialism and slavery
impact upon the making of refuge. Here, I focus on the making of refuge in the clinic – a
site which, as many scholars in the anthropology of medicine, American studies, and
other disciplines have observed – is interwoven with the afterlives of coloniality and in
fact helped fundamentally shape subjectivity in the United States and beyond. In the
clinic, as elsewhere, subject formation is a material and relational practice; bodies are not
objects found out in the world but rather come to exist in dynamic relation with social
structure in practice, not least of which takes place in the sites of dual practice and
knowledge building that clinics represent.14 This chapter is an account of how we, as
clinicians, currently know refugee patients – body and mind – and an argument for a new
horizon of clinical engagements with refugees, and, I would argue, other patients in
general. The practice of inscribing refugee guidelines, disseminating them, and then
practicing with them forms refugees as racialized and gendered subjects whose bodies are
marked by the effects of violence. The material semiotic approach to race posits the
raced body as an “relational object,” one that does not inhere in phenotypic traits but
rather is a “configuration, an effect of relations between differences.”15 Racialized,
gendered bodies experience violence of all kinds, that which “becomes biology”16 and
gets under the skin. Practitioners of refugee medicine are tasked, as culturally competent
providers, with learning the forms of these wounds and ministering to them.
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Sensing difference
“People who are seeking asylum are not a homogeneous population,” one review
in The Lancet notes. “Coming from different countries and cultures, they have had, in
their own and other countries, a wide range of experiences that may affect their health
and nutritional state.”17 Refugee medicine lies between a humanitarian orientation that
emphasizes the universality of humanity and its susceptibility to suffering and an
attentiveness to particularity and difference.18 While culture and other forms of difference
always shape clinical encounters, difference is particularly salient in refugee medicine.
After all, immigrant health was an early site of development of cultural competence and
translation in biomedicine.19 For physicians and public health practitioners, healthcare for
resettled refugees has been a domain of study since the large waves of Southeast Asian
resettlement in the 1980s, spurring a small but active domain of knowledge and practice,
with annual conferences for refugee healthcare providers and online listservs where
practitioners share tips and tricks for working with these populations. Studies emphasize
primary care, especially mental health and infectious disease.20 Our screening practices in
clinic, too, reflected these concerns.
Most refugee-related articles in public health and medicine emphasize broad
national groups and geographic regions. Because of refugee medicine’s connection with
infectious disease diagnosis and treatment, often known as “tropical medicine,” clinical
practice mirrors this emphasis on national, regional, and continental groups above and
beyond more granular definitions that may be relevant, such as linguistic or ethnic
groupings that could affect how communities interact once resettled. For example,
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clinical guidelines at the refugee clinic contained several tips about testing and treatment,
which “varies depending on region and risk factors.” Our guide suggests malaria
screening for patients from “sub-Saharan Africa,” or testing for schistosomiasis (a
parasitic infection) “if from Africa or the Middle East.” Further guidelines suggest
screening for nutritional deficiencies in “all refugees from Nepal,” representing one of
the more granular principles. These recommendations are not clinic-specific, but rather
derived from the CDC guidelines on caring for refugees. These frameworks in themselves
signal to providers what kinds of bodies and people they will be intervening upon, and as
such they “produce, rather than merely describe, the ‘subjects’ and ‘objects’ of
knowledge practices.”21 These differences are also inscribed into the patient chart as well.
Our electronic medical record system allows for the use of shortcuts, which import a
standard template into patient notes. These included specific templates for patients from
Sub-Saharan Africa, areas of the Middle East and non-Sub-Saharan Africa, and Nepal.
These shortcuts, and the thinking which inspire them, allowed for efficiency,
standardization, and thoroughness, given the differences in standards of care across
geographic groups. Many people who passed through clinic were not regular practitioners
of refugee medicine or immigrant health but were placed in the clinic for a temporary
rotation. For these doctors, clinical guidelines and templates offered useful guidance in
what would otherwise have been a rather different form of clinical practice than they
were used to. However, scholars like Ruha Benjamin, Dorothy Roberts, Lundy Braun,
and Anne Pollock argue that race- and ethnicity-based medicine bakes inaccurate fallacies
rooted in domination, slavery, and empire into practices of care.22 They critique the
common practice of beginning each clinical vignette with the age, sex, and race of the
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patient, noting that this entrenches racial categories in the minds of clinicians. The result
is a widespread practice of treating race as a biological essence. On the other hand, some
physicians and researchers argue that in the face of large quantities of information and a
nearly infinite diversity of patients, we need heuristic devices to help us make clinical
decisions. In the absence of personalized genomic medicine, how are clinicians to know
which tests are most necessary, which diseases to expect? Geography can be crucial in
refugee medicine, especially for communicable diseases. However, it is not a coincidence
that the regional categorizations that make “common sense” to healthcare providers in the
United States correspond tightly with the racialized census groups that underpin our most
ready-to-hand methods of categorizing human difference. This coupling of biology with
geography, I suggest, is a kind of stealthy race-thinking, prevalent but largely
unexamined in this field of medical practice.
In a setting in which language circulates that links culture – and more specifically,
embodied culture – to geography, suffering to forms of embodiment and biological
expression, it may be surprising to hear that there is very little explicit talk of race. As is
the tendency across Western liberal democracies, talk about racial difference that uses
explicit ethnic and racial categories has been replaced with “pervasive discursive
repertoires and rhetorical devices that are combined flexibly.”23 While an elaboration of
racialized discourse in putatively post-racial societies is outside the scope of this work,
for now I will note that racialized thinking inflects our worlds even when it is not
explicitly spoken.24
When race appears, it seems to manifest as geographic ancestry groups. Indeed,
practitioners consume knowledge about “sub-Saharan African refugees,” about Middle
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Eastern displaced people, about Asians – designations that, yes, connote geographic
regions, but align with normalized American modes of thinking race. More importantly,
the same racialized treatment guidelines (like the interpretation of pulmonary function
tests and renal disease) that are applied to native-born American populations are applied
to refugee groups based on these geographic designations, with African refugees
receiving heart disease treatment plans devised for African-Americans, for example.
More specifically, the practice of refugee medicine is shaped both by the salience of
culture and by the overwhelming influence of geography in shaping clinical decisions
like which medication to give for parasitic infection, such as the distinction between
refugees from Sub-Saharan vs. North Africa and the use of the anti-parasitic medicines
praziquantel and ivermectin. And while geographic designations make sense in the
context of infectious disease, it’s not clear that they do in the case of other maladies.
Embodied geographic and cultural difference is a core part of how refugees are
imagined in the treatment environment. Mental health – particularly the after-effects of
trauma from the experiences that led patients to seek refuge in the first place – is a core
domain of concern in refugee practice, making up the bulk of writing about refugee
health that does not focus on infectious disease. This is in part because of the high
prevalence of symptoms of unknown origin in refugee populations. Wisdom about these
conditions is circulated in academic papers dealing with the problems of “somatization”
and “adaptation,” testing different treatment modalities for PTSD to find solutions for
these challenging to care for experiences. But this knowledge circulates more informally,
too, in the rapid didactic sessions that are classical for clinical training. While I was in the
clinic as a researcher, because I am also a medical student, I was subject to many short
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lectures about this issue; older physicians often considered this information vital for my
future practice as a refugee physician. On one such occasion, notebook at the ready, I
penned a quick field jotting I titled “somatization across cultures.” The attending
physician was standing in the center of the room, demonstrating, with her hands pointing
to different body parts, as she taught me:
Ukrainian - heart conditions, matter of fact
Sudanese - joint pain
Bhutanese - "total body dolor”9
Congolese - "GI"
We had been discussing a Bhutanese patient complaining of non-specific pain,
when the physician paused to give me a miniature lecture on the kinds of somatization
she had noticed to be most common in different groups: the aching joint pains of Syrians,
the stomach pains of Congolese women, the all-over hurt of Bhutanese Nepali and
Burmese. She articulated a framework for the linkage of geography with embodied
suffering, hinting at some mixture of culturally-laden biological difference. Intrigued, I
asked her why she thought patient complaints were so structured this way. “I don't know
why it's like that,” she answered, saying only that it seemed that deep down, they all had
the same complaint: trauma and suffering.

Attending to suffering: managing mental health
The trauma of seeking refuge is often framed as a core reason for the high
prevalence of mysterious symptoms in refugees. My interlocutors understood symptoms
not merely as rooted in the organic processes of the body, but a manifestation of the ways

9

Dolor is a term commonly used for pain in clinical settings.
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that lived experiences are rooted in the body, a translation of experience or a surfacing
from the past to the present.25 One refugee resettlement worker told me, for example, that
“it’s all back related to their emotional and physical experience – the torture experience
they’ve had back home which is still […] they were physically tortured, they are still…
the experience or the effect of that’s still on them, so it is still related … and they will say
oh, but I had this – my back pain or my leg pain that I had on that experience, I still
experience that pain.” While experiences of refugees vary widely, with some refugees
experiencing less physical violence, it was often the case that all refugees were thought to
experience violence, direct exposure to conflict, or individually-specific political
persecution. In emphasizing the still of the aftereffects of this violence, the resettlement
worker framed it as an ongoing and enduring effect, one which shaped patterns of
expression of pain. Because images of refugeehood emphasize suffering and state
violence, setting them apart from “economic migrants,” the marking experience of the
refugee was often considered to be trauma, and this trauma posed a primary challenge in
working with these populations. Thus, trauma was often a central point in trainings I
attended for clinicians working with refugees, and it is certainly a core feature of medical
discourse about refugee populations.
These impressions also circulate in practice, as unexplained physical symptoms
compose much of what we see in the clinic. While somatic symptoms were perceived by
clinicians to be generally prevalent among the refugee patient population, there was also
a sense that the prevalence and type of somatization varied with national origin or region.
These statements were often made without explanation, and my attempts to learn more
about where these assumptions came from were often met with the explanation that
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perhaps cultural differences were at the root of it all. For example, Congolese patients
were often described as particularly susceptible to somatic health complaints, with one
health case manager from a resettlement agency telling me that “the majority of severity
in health and despair” was among this population. In interviews, case workers who
connected refugees with clinical visits often discussed a nationality-based difference in
the severity, expression, and location of their symptoms but also their determination to
seek care. For example, Syrian and Iraqi patients were described as more aggressive
about getting their needs met. Another resettlement agency representative who
coordinated patients with the refugee clinic told me that “Syrian clients are more likely to
call the emergency room or request emergency room visits.” My interlocutors attributed
this difference both to culture – something intangible about the cultural background of
Syrians and Iraqis – but also to the experience of being in camps: “it’s really interesting
about how – from clients we’ve heard that to get ahead, to get out of the camps, you had
to be very pushy. You had to be very self-advocate. And we find that that is like – they
do that with us [laughs]. And they’re like, I don’t care what you’re saying. I’m doing
this and I’m doing it now.” Congolese, for example, were said to be “looking more for
advice,” in part because the contexts from which they came were not ones in which they
could advocate for themselves; the difference in Congolese and Iraqi contexts was never
quite clear.26
I once asked a physician I often worked with, Olivia, why it was that people
seemed to respond so differently to their life experiences. She’d been in the middle of
telling me about the differential responses to trauma that she’d seen in refugees and
asylum seekers. Olivia and I had worked together in a lot of settings, from the clinic to
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small research projects. Drawing upon our shared experiences, she mused about these
questions: “Some people experience really terrible traumatic things, then you talk to them
and they’re remarkably well-adjusted, resilient, and they’re okay, and then you have
people who maybe didn’t experience the extent of trauma that other people did, but they
are massively, massively depressed, non-functional, have panic attacks.” For Olivia,
responses to adversity were profoundly individual. “Everyone has a unique component to
their story,” she noted. “People respond to stress differently.” She had seen people
respond to migration with everything from using alcohol and other substances to cope to
creating organizations that help and uplift communities. Olivia had profound respect for
this latter category of people, and for her the differences between them and those who
struggled came down to “personal resilience… everyone has a spectrum of how resilient
they are, and the people that are more resilient are the ones who make it here.” Resilience
was not only an inherent characteristic of refugees but an important trait to cultivate.
Services at Migrant Aid Services were dedicated to self-care and resilience on the part of
refugees and care workers alike: yoga, gratitude hours, and tea breaks were a regular part
of the day.
Managing trauma and fostering resilience was also an important subject of
training sessions I attended. A few months after I began my dissertation research, I was
invited by Rachel, who worked in the public health department, to attend one of the
quarterly workshops she ran for the local community about refugee health. At the time,
she was working within the Philadelphia Department of Public Health; her role was to
reach out to as many community members – from workers in local organizations to
ordinary citizens, health care providers to social workers – as possible to give them the
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necessary training to care for the city’s continually growing population of refugees and
immigrants. On this day, the theme for that training was mental health, and the panel of
experts was recruited from social work, psychology, and other therapeutic disciplines. I
had become very interested in mental health among refugee populations on accident,
mostly because of ongoing debates in refugee clinic about whether to screen for mental
health problems in our population. While screening is clinically the right thing to do,
clinicians worried that opening the Pandora’s box of trauma in our patients would lead to
nothing except for open wounds; there simply weren’t enough mental health providers in
the city, and certainly none proficient in the languages our patients spoke, many of which
were dialects of already-rare languages. I went to the workshop that day interested in
what the city had to offer.
I arrived to find a room that was bright and open, with about 60 attendees, mostly
women from local organizations working with refugees and immigrants, sitting in orderly
rows in bright green plastic chairs with the sun streaming in from large windows above.
The first panelist, a woman I’d worked with from a local refugee arts organization, began
with an introduction to refugees, reviewing the mental health challenges that refugees
face from the time they leave their home country to their resettlement experience.
Emphasizing that “trauma is something unique,” she spoke about how we might respond
to the refugee crisis. She told us about a local trauma-informed arts program that offered
an alternative to individual outpatient therapy for refugees who had experienced trauma,
suggesting we may refer clients there.
As she spoke, I started to notice that I was feeling ill at ease. Slowly, I became
aware that the atmosphere in the room had changed. Writing in my field notebook, I
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penned this observation: “a young, dark-skinned Asian man wearing a coat over himself
and his backpack and carrying a large red and white striped umbrella sits down next to
me, talking to himself.” Split in attention between the formal presentation about trauma
and the sounds of garbled, incoherent, and increasingly loud speech beside me, I became
curious about how this room of care workers and mental health providers might respond
to the distress in their midst. As the lecture continued, I watched as more members of the
audience took notice of the man, who began having a conversation with someone that
none of us could see. As he spoke in loud, intermittent bursts, others shifted in their seats.
Moving his arms in wide swooping motions around himself, he was an outlier in room of
largely well-groomed, middle class women sitting calmly in their seats or at most
occasionally scrolling on their phones.
While the presenter gave more advice and tips for dealing with mental health
crisis in refugees (e.g. take care of basic needs first; validate refugee courage, resilience,
and problem-solving strategies found in the immigrant and refugee story), it became clear
that everyone had noticed the man. People furtively glanced back at him. I waited to see
whether anything would happen, feeling a prickle of anxiety as the hairs raised on the
back of my neck.
The presentation ended and another began, this time a high-level official in the
Philadelphia Department of Behavioral Health and Intellectual Disability Services
explaining the city’s population health approach to mental health. This presentation
elaborated what kinds of resources were available for immigrants in emotional and
psychological distress. As she reviewed a list of outpatient clinics for refugees and other
migrants, the man beside me moaned and muttered, twisting his hands into knots on his
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lap in front of him. Rachel, meanwhile, had slowly positioned herself against the wall at
the end of the row we were sitting in over the course of several minutes, watching him
out of the corner of her eye.
“How can we support communities who are in this position?” the city official
asked, referring to the underfunding of schools, pervasive poverty, and burgeoning
mental health needs in Philadelphia. She then told us about the support networks she and
the department had started to develop over the course of the last year. Interrupting her, the
man stood up. Speaking in a thick and garbled voice, he held up a pen. “Do these belong
here?” he asked. “Do these belong to you?” Coming closer, Rachel nodded and took the
pen from him. “That belongs to you, right?” She nodded again, and he shifted.
She paused, and with a slight upturn in her voice she said, “if you’re looking for
the door… it’s right around the front here.” Not responding to her, he continued to stand,
and she repeated herself. “If you’re looking for the door…” she trailed off.
After a moment, he wandered out, and the presenter, not missing a beat, continued
with her presentation. “In order for us to have better connections with various community
groups…” And we all carried on as usual.
Speaking about traumatic episodes and microaggression, Andrea Long Chu writes
that “something happens, but it might be nothing; or it might just all be in your head. The
event withdraws, or collapses, and in its wake goes up a cloud of low-grade ordinary
affects: ache, disappointment, perplexity, a bad taste in your mouth. Before long, it’s all
gone, dissipated into the affect sphere; and no one returns to the scene of a crime that
never happened.”27 In many ways, this describes my experience of what happened that

206

day in the room: a swirl of affects never quite resolved, and an incident not referred to,
even by a collective chuckle or sigh, once it had passed.
This scene represents a core example of the ways that modern, bureaucratic
modes of attending to the other – structured programs, clean modern rooms, didactic
sessions – serve to shield visceral experiences of suffering from view. Much like the
scene above, however, these spaces are interrupted by what I call rupturing figures,10
those people who are the implicit and sometimes explicit referent of the task at hand, but
who still manage to call into stark relief what the spaces cannot allow. This man entered a
space where he was matter out of place.28 What does it mean that, when he finally made
himself known, his question was one of belonging? Do these belong here? he asked.
Anthropologists and critical theorists alike have written about the pervasiveness
of trauma as a language, and perhaps the most effective one, for conceptualizing injury
and harm.29 Trauma is a language of protest against oppression and violence that, like all
concepts, allows us to see some things but not others. Trauma universalizes; it names a
form of putatively universal suffering and posits ritualized modes of attending to those
miseries. It has become commonplace to recognize trauma – particularly when it is
articulated through the diagnostic category of post-traumatic stress disorder – as a
medicalizing construct inattentive to variations in context and individuality. Scholarship
in medical anthropology has questioned the ubiquity of trauma discourse and the way it
flattens experiences across the settings in which it is practiced, at worst ignoring local
realities, at best “translating” local idioms into diagnostic criteria like PTSD and shaping
treatments accordingly. While I did witness some of this in my time in the field, I want to
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I develop this idea further in the following chapter.
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focus instead on questions of recognition. Activists have critiqued the trauma regime’s
dependence on the recognition of harm because, as they tell it, only certain people are
recognized as human in ways that make their suffering worth feeling. Chu writes of those
who “dare to lug into public feelings we thought we’d all agreed to be better off left in
private.”30 While every attendee there that day was ostensibly concerned with mental
health and its effects on refugee communities, we failed to concern ourselves with a
mentally-ill person who found himself in our midst.
This incident haunted me for months as I tried to make sense of what had
happened in that lecture hall that day. Ostensibly, each of us were there if not from a
personal interest in learning about trauma in mental health populations, then certainly
because our employers had sent us there to do just that. And yet, when faced with the
very problem we were learning about, we did not act. Workshops of that kind, I believe,
are as much about producing a community of putative patient-clients in the making as
they are about producing a community of healers who respond to them. These events are
important sites of professionalization, much like the many conferences I attended. As
such, they involve both the discursive construction of a particular kind of person (the
refugee with untreated mental health issues) and the construction of the community of
caring people, mostly women, who hope to alleviate their suffering.
Or perhaps I’m reading into it. Maybe this was all merely a function of
awkwardness: who would stop the lecture to speak with him? What were the reasonable
alternatives to simply ignoring this man, and what kinds of interventions were truly
possible in a public meeting space in South Philadelphia? What forms of intervention
were possible? In attending to the unruly sensation of the awkward, unexpected, and ill-
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at-ease, we might also ask why it felt so awkward to have him there. After all, who might
be more concerned with resources for mental health treatment than someone who, by all
appearances, is in need of such services?
Mental health in refugee populations is a problem without a solution in the city of
Philadelphia. Despite assurances that day and from city officials on other occasions, the
fact is that there are nowhere near enough resources for all of the unmet mental health
needs in Philadelphia, let alone for people whose first language is not English. For the
duration of my time in refugee clinic, we had ongoing conversations about the problem of
screening for trauma and its aftermath in our refugee patients. On the one hand, clinicians
generally conceptualized refugees as extraordinarily traumatized subjects, wounded by
the journeys which had brought them to our fluorescently-lit rooms. And yet, we faced a
series of questions in understanding how we should ask, and, ultimately, what should be
done. After a while, Linda, who ran health case management at a local resettlement
agency, suggested we begin screening for trauma using the RHS-15, a validated
screening tool that had been translated into fifteen languages. While we began collecting
information about the emotional distress of our clients, we had few avenues for treatment,
opening wounds we didn’t quite know how to sew shut. Most of the time, we chose
silence. When the man in the room made his presence known, we waited until he left,
more comfortable with a theoretical understanding of his plight than the immediacy of his
suffering.

Diagnosing gendered violence
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I was first introduced to refugee medicine through the refugee women’s clinic,
where only women providers and women patients were scheduled to come. Born of an
understanding that women’s health was a challenge in a patient population with high
rates of sexual trauma, the women’s clinic for the refugee population was established a
year before I came to work at the clinic. Once a month, medical student volunteers,
partially supervised by me, would first spend twenty to thirty minutes, sometimes more,
with each patient, counseling them about preventive medicine, the pap smear, and
women’s health. In an informal, dialogic presentation complete with diagrams of uteri
and cervixes, student volunteers would inform patients of the principles of preventive
health screening. While some of our patients came from contexts where preventive
medicine was commonplace, others were unfamiliar (or at least, so we thought) with
practices of seeking care while asymptomatic. As our exam would sometimes be a
patient’s very first pelvic exam and pap smear, the student volunteers would also explain
the procedure, sometimes getting up on the exam bed to demonstrate the necessary
position and explaining it step by step. These introductions were sometimes done in
groups, with women who spoke the same language receiving the orientation together, but
more commonly they happened one-on-one.
Each day in clinic, I would pause and ask each of the women a series of questions
about their lives and their bodies: Were you ever raped? Have you ever been forced to
have sex or commit sexual acts? Who was the attacker? Do you have a history of trauma
to your genitals? As in all medical education, the slow acclimation to being a refugee
healthcare provider involved learning how to ask these questions more effectively, less
harshly. Each initial clinical exam would involve my working through these queries.
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Questions of reproductive health and wellness are important sites where cultural
difference, embodiment, and trauma surface in the clinical exam room. We often
encountered culturally-framed resistance to the pelvic exam, a source of frustration and
consternation for many providers. One year, during Ramadan, a group of Muslim women
were seen together for the pre-exam workshop on the pelvic exam. Each woman
understood the purpose of the tests and their importance for preventive health, but they
resisted having the exam that day; because they were abstaining from sex during that
period in addition to eating and drinking, they considered the pelvic exam a violation.
“We don't want to do anything to damage your faith,” the physician responded. Later,
though, it was clear she was frustrated: how could the exam be anything like sex?
But perhaps the most important and salient manifestation of the interaction
between difference and the gendered refugee body concerned female genital cutting. One
evening, providers from the refugee clinic gathered together in the conference room for a
presentation titled “Female Genital Cutting: When Global Health is Local.” During my
time in the field, the United States government funded a small number of organizations to
design programs around the growing problem of female genital cutting (FGC) in the
United States.11 Over six million dollars in grants were awarded for a term of three years,
and of the eight organizations granted funding, three were based in Pennsylvania. Two
groups in Philadelphia were awarded money, one of which was responsible for our

The procedure is called female genital mutilation by the World Health Organization and activist groups
who are against the practice. It is referred to as female genital cutting by other organizations, often those
with more culturally-relativistic approaches. The practice has also been called female genital circumcision,
a term many eschew because of its implied parallel to male circumcision; these comparisons are, to say the
least, controversial. In this section, I will follow the language of my interlocutors, who refer to the
procedure as female genital cutting, or FGC. As explained to us in the workshop that day and aligning with
contemporary discourse about the diversity of procedures which fall under this nomenclature, the language
of cutting as opposed to mutilation gestures towards the existence of less extensive procedures and is more
value-neutral.
11
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presentation that day. The attendees, all providers at the refugee clinic, gathered around a
long table for the talk. Over coffee, we began by filling out a pre-session assessment form
evaluating our understanding and comfort with questions of female genital cutting.31
Describing FGC as a “widespread cultural practice,” three representatives from a
local group, all women, began the talk. They were accompanied by a local
obstetrician/gynecologist who had become a local expert in the gynecological problems
of refugee women, FGC in particular. Our learning objectives for that day were to
understand the practice of female genital cutting, to “begin to form a cultural, societal,
and legal context for the health of FGC survivors,” and to understand available programs,
including training, in the United States. Our session focused on several core aspects of
becoming “culturally competent” providers of care to women affected by female genital
cutting, from what to call the procedure (“repeat the language she has used back to her”)
to how to discourage women from participating in it or having their children undergo the
practice.
Using guidelines from the World Health Organization, we were introduced to the
clinical manifestations of the diverse set of practices called female genital cutting, from
procedures which have been referred to as a “nick” of the labia, to other more extensive
practices which involve extensive removal and suturing of the labia. This “harmful
procedure,” as one of the presenters posed it, caused significant problems for women, in
part because they were often done under non-sterile conditions without anesthesia.
Members of the audience sighed as we were shown photographs of each type of cutting
and learned about potential clinical sequelae of the procedure. There could be swelling or
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obstruction of the urethra. Many women have troubles with sexual satisfaction during
sexual intercourse with men. Infections are common and often devastating.
FGC is a complex issue which affects women across cultural, medical, and legal
domains. While we were more concerned with the clinical ramifications of the procedure,
there are legal ones as well. For twenty years, female genital cutting has been illegal to
perform under eighteen years of age in the United States. There are legal complexities
baked into in our dual role as clinicians and mandatory reporters of child abuse. For
example, we were told to be vigilant about our patients’ daughters, asking their mothers
questions like, “Is this something you might continue with your daughters?” or warning
them that participation in female genital cutting in any way, from paying for a plane
ticket to arranging the procedure, may lead to legal proceedings or even the loss of
immigration status. While it has not been heavily prosecuted, we learned that specter of
these threats was “a positive deterrent” against women getting their children cut.
A year after our tutorial in clinic, I attended a conference for health care providers
in Pennsylvania in the state capital, Harrisburg. There, I learned that concerns with FGC
were national. Dr. Curi Kim, then the Director of the Division of Refugee Health at the
Office of Refugee Resettlement, told us that per the Centers for Disease Control, 513,000
people were at-risk for or had experienced the procedure in the United States. Declaring
that FGC, which she called female genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C), was a violation of
human rights and a form of child abuse, Dr. Kim advocated for “clinically and culturally
appropriate care” for ending the practice. FGC is a thorny issue at the intersection of
global public health, human rights, and feminism, highlighting tensions between
approaches which affirm the right to cultural practices and others which assert that
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cultural relativism does not provide us the grounds from which to ignore clear human
rights violations in the name of pluralistic tolerance. For now, I will bracket this debate to
focus on other concerns.
As I have noted before, my concern in this chapter is understanding the
construction of a community of refugee patients through biomedical practice and
knowledge production. In other words, we might ask, who is “at risk” for FGC? On the
one hand, as Dr. Kim reminded us that day, “‘Refugee women’ is not a monolithic
group.” Yet, she also positioned refugee women and girls as an especially vulnerable
group. This tension between the particularity and diversity of women’s experiences is
pervasive. Literature about refugees often speaks to the particularities of refugee women
and children: displacement “is difficult for all refugees, but women are often the most
seriously affected,” one review of refugee health reads.32 To be at risk for FGC, framed as
a human rights violation and practice of gendered violence, is to be part of the
community of refugee patients as they are problematized for the gaze of would-be
clinicians. Practices of screening for, intervening upon, and representing female genital
cutting constitute gendered violence as a canonical part of the refugee experience, though
gendered violence is certainly not the monopoly of communities in the Global South.
As Miriam Ticktin notes, bringing gendered violence into the purview of
humanitarian biomedicine poses distinct challenges; for one, humanitarian biomedical
practices, in all their diversity, share a commitment to attending to suffering in isolation
from the political context around the victim in question. These are practices which,
scholars of humanitarianism contend, are more attentive to the preservation of life itself
than of quality of life. This politics of life itself is a contradiction, Ticktin contends, when
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attending to gender-based violence. After all, alleviating this form of suffering is “about
the kind of life one lives.”33 Because gender is structured in relation, and specifically
relations of power, we enter the realm of politics. From Ticktin’s perspective, the
medicalization of gender-based violence impedes our capacity to understand gendered
violence in the context of its relations of power, and it emphasizes the biological body,
positing sexual violence as “forms of violence done to specific parts of the biological
body, which are then treated by biomedicine.”34 These forms of violence, like female
genital cutting or the aftereffects of rape, become clinically treatable. Ticktin’s goal is to
illuminate the ways that despite how the medicalization of gender and sexual violence
serves to shift “a feminist politics of justice to a form of antipolitics of individual bodies,”
gender haunts the scene of humanitarian provision, threatening to bring the political to
the fore. Ticktin’s analysis is based upon an examination of humanitarian biomedical
practices at the site of crisis, where the political is held at bay for the more urgent
problem of ministering to broken bodies. Many of her observations, however, hold in this
site of more quotidian biomedicine practiced upon humanitarian subjects with
humanitarian motivations but in an ordinary context.
Our attention to the victim of gendered violence and sexual violence in this context
is haunted by the politics of racialized gender. The population “at risk” for female genital
cutting, for example, is the African woman or the Muslim woman. Each presentation
about female genital cutting emphasizes the geographic distribution of the practice; while
presenters are quick to point out that women in Pakistan, for example, have been known
to undergo something similar, the practice is more prevalent on the continent of Africa.
The two local groups who received funding for this practice were African cultural and
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health organizations, and their staff was recruited from these communities. Thus, we
might say the following. For practitioners of domestic humanitarian biomedicine in the
United States, the community of refugee women is constituted not only through the fact
of their having crossed boundaries or their legal status, but through the fact of their at-risk
bodies: while they may have sexed bodies, it is their susceptibility to violence which
genders them. Refugee health as a practice of domestic humanitarian biomedicine entails
the discursive construction of a racialized refugee patient marked by the experience of
unresolvable trauma and embodied cultural difference, a vulnerability which constitutes
and is constituted by gender. This construction defines the community of refugee
patients, but most importantly it allows for the production of the refugee medical provider
as one who knows this community well and intervenes upon it, and when necessary,
mobilizes to protect it.

Refugees as Relational Figures of Care
The election of President Donald Trump affected all areas of my field research;
his politicized stance on immigration marked, as I have noted previously, a radical shift in
the landscape for providers of refugee care. In January 2017, each clinic session I
attended was abuzz with conversation about what was on everyone’s minds: the
inauguration, the so-called “Muslim ban,” and what it would mean for our refugee patient
population, many of whom would have been coming from countries affected by the
President’s executive order – Iran, Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, and Yemen. We
had been preparing for weeks to accommodate a greater number of refugees from Syria in
response to increased commitments on the part of the United States, only to realize the
possibility that suddenly, almost overnight, the flow of refugee migration to Philadelphia
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would all but stop. This moment marked a radical shift in the number of patients we
would see. It also, for many providers, underscored the political urgency of our clinic’s
care. Never before had I experienced the clinicians I worked with to discuss politics at
length. Small talk between patient visits usually consisted of safer topics: griping about
medical school and residency; news about spouses, children, and pets; the weather; and
clinical practice guidelines. The election of President Trump marked an important shift in
the explicit relationships between the political landscape and the work of the clinic. One
afternoon, I walked into the physician work room to find everyone passing around a sheet
of paper excitedly: inspired by the ban, several of our physicians were interested in
submitting op-eds in support of our refugee patients, and others were planning to attend a
protest at the Philadelphia airport. That afternoon, we spent a few minutes together
collectively brainstorming the op-ed, wondering which facts and anecdotes might
generate support for our patients.
Ultimately, our conversation culminated with one physician, Olivia, submitting
an op-ed to the Philadelphia Inquirer, outlining common myths about refugees and their
refutations. Disputing fears that refugees, for example, use up healthcare and other
resources, Olivia remarks upon the comparatively young population of refugees, who are
also “more likely to work than men born in the U.S.” and cost merely $2,000 per refugee
to resettle. Olivia also frames refugees in contrast to the idea that they are an unknown,
“dangerous and 'bad hombres,’” emphasizing rigorous processes of vetting and
investigation that refugees undergo prior to their resettlement in the United States. For
Olivia and the other doctors I worked with, politicizing their intimate knowledge of
refugees, born of years of caring for them in clinic, entailed producing counter-narratives.
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In the war of positions between Trump’s administration and the humanitarian sentiment
characteristic of the Obama era that preceded it, long-term refugee providers I knew
uniformly mobilized their understandings to paint refugees both as sympathetic subjects
worthy of care – “victims of terrorism, often fleeing violence and persecution in their
home country,” as Olivia puts it – and enterprising, worthy investments, those who are
“who are well enough to obtain a job and support themselves and their families.”
One afternoon during this uncertain period, I found myself having a conversation
with Emily, a resident physician in internal medicine. After establishing that we were
both shocked and morbidly curious about the days to come, Emily exclaimed with
exasperation her frustration at the ignorance of those who supported the ban, describing
the ways her refugee patients were among the most “compliant,” least difficult, and hardworking ones she had. Frustrated, she declared: “I wish that these people understood that
my refugee patients are the only ones who actually try to get jobs. My other patients are
just happy to keep getting checks.” The clinic’s overall population was the predominantly
Black population of West and Southwest Philadelphia, some university employees, and a
small selection of refugee clients. As such, for Emily we might imagine that “my other
patients” references the poor, largely Black urban population of West and Southwest
Philadelphia, given that her other patients who were neither refugees nor university
employees were likely to be these people.
As I listened to Emily speaking, I found myself wondering what it meant for
refugeehood to stand in this way, relationally, to other patients these clinicians might be
seeing. While one reading of Emily might suggest that she is merely a “racist,” I want to
probe deeper into her statements. In doing so, I hope to acknowledge that Emily’s
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exasperation – as she elaborated often – with her more difficult patients had much to do
with the challenging working environments primary care physicians face in the United
States. From ever-shorter appointment times to insurance hurdles, never-ending
paperwork to complex procedures for reimbursement, American physicians and other
providers of primary care are increasingly experiencing burnout, moral injury, and
compassion fatigue. A reading of statements like Emily’s must always take this into
account. At the same time, her statement does suggest that, unlike humanitarian
biomedicine on the front lines of conflict or in isolated refugee camps, urban primary
care refugee providers take care of refugees in the context of other patients and of the
space in which they practice.
As I studied the work of practitioners of refugee medicine, I also came to
understand that refugee medicine was a political space that enabled specific forms of
action for my interlocutors. Reflecting upon what satisfies her about refugee health, for
example, Olivia remarked to me later that in working with this population, “this is really
how I feel in medicine I can save a life.” Other clinicians I spoke to echoed these
sentiments. Kelly, an internist, spoke at length to me about her social justice concerns
which led her to practice not only refugee medicine but urban primary care in general.
For many of my interlocutors, it is precisely that which marks refugees as unique – their
traumatic and often violent histories – which makes them particularly important political
characters, touchstones for constructing an ethical practice of care in a practice
environment which inevitably shrinks the avenues for doing so. Refugee medicine
requires attunement, empathy, and the oft-mentioned cultural competence. The coconstruction of the refugee patient and refugee medicine produces a unique kind of
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clinical practice, one undergirded by ethical and political action that seems untenable in
other arenas of medicine today.
Critiques of humanitarian biomedicine suggest that a flaw of these practices are that
they substitute care for justice, compassion for politics. In the context of Philadelphia,
however, practitioners of humanitarian biomedicine conduct a kind of global health at
home that is explicitly informed by activist principles. As practitioners of humanitarian
biomedicine, the community of refugee patients who we serve is a uniquely positioned
population recognizable through a mixture of cultural difference, susceptibility to
violence, and ongoing trauma. It is that which makes them worth saving in a broader
context of overwhelmingly needy patients. Returning to Emily’s invocation of her other
patients, though, we might think of the ways that the politically-threatened figure of the
refugee may serve to underpin racialized discourse in the clinic – discourse that borrows
the language of meritocracy, of the underachieving underclass, and of the “difficult”
urban patient who is not resilient enough, self-helping enough, to meet the norms of
American productivity. When Emily gestures towards her other patients, then, she
highlights a dialectic process in which these phantom others are framed as difficult
patients through the valorization of hardworking refugee patients and citizens-to-be. This
knowledge about different patient types circulates informally in clinical spaces that are
key sites of the transmission of embodied knowledge between older physicians and
younger trainees.
The unique histories and bureaucratic structures that enable refugees to come to
the United States set them apart. With increasing scrutiny of the United States refugee
resettlement program under the current presidential administration, refugees are an even
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more exceptional category, engendering both sympathy and disgust. It is perhaps because
of the crisis surrounding refugee migration that refugees are often considered as if they
are a world apart, “in but not of” the urban contexts in which they find themselves. Avery
Gordon reminds us that “that which appears not to be there is often a seething presence,”
and I would argue that the refugee clinic, and other refugee-serving institutions, was and
is haunted by the presence of other bodies who acted as foil to those in the scene,
hauntings which were not recognized because of the exceptionality of the refugee
patient.35 The presence of my other patients, along with the racialized language of
geographically-determined bodily difference, suggests that practices of race-thinking are
present, but taken for granted, in the practice of refugee medicine. Just as refugee
resettlement organizations house, find employment for, and educate refugees about their
place in American society, so too does the clinic act as a space in which medical
practitioners integrate refugees into the schemas for care that have been always already
racialized in American biomedicine.

Towards a critical refugee health
“Ethnography that ventures into terrains of haunting and desire, especially in the
domain of migrant care,” Janina Kehr notes, “can help show how contemporary medicine
is an authoritarian practice haunted by colonial pasts, and how it consists of desires for
alternative forms of care, with all its attendant ambivalences.”36 Kehr’s article explores
the hauntings of colonial pasts in Avicenna, a French hospital with strong ties to migrant
care. Most interesting about her work is how it frames political imaginations among
clinicians as something lingering under the surface but not quite able to be manifested in
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practice, at least not yet. In other words, rather than merely cast migrant clinicians as
unwitting agents of colonialist biopower, Kehr frames the migrant hospital as a complex
space where political hopes are manifest in clinician desires but not always practice. In
this chapter, too, I have taken up these concerns. Humanitarian biomedical care for
refugees in the United States is not, like it might be within the space of the camp,
governed by principles of neutrality and impartiality, but rather one of many ways in
which clinicians articulate their desires for a form of care, for good labor within strained
conditions.
Humanitarian biomedical practice ministers to a patient population in-the-making;
we attend not only to those patients who might be sent to us by local refugee resettlement
agencies, but also to a future category of potential patients, those who are marked by the
physical and mental aftereffects of violence. Whether we consider the culturally
embodied nature of somatic pains or the presence of trauma and wounded genitals, this
patient group is a constituted entity which is a site for not only clinical, but political
forms of protection. Race “is not a singular object ‘out there’ in nature, but a relational
entity enacted ‘in here’.”37 There is a “remarkable durability and dexterity of racial
ideologies and practices,”38 practices which, in an era of post-racialism, are often hidden,
underground, unspoken, and under the surface. If we take seriously the call to think more
deeply, future work might ask, “How would refugees, not as an object of investigation,
but as a site of social critique, articulate the incomprehensible or heretofore
unspeakable”?39 If we extend such a critical gaze to the practice of refugee medicine, we
may surface, anew, the ways racialized logics of deservingness, embodiment, and culture
cloud the capacity to see the enduring legacies of the past in the present, diverting our
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gaze towards the individually racialized bodies of patient-subjects rather than towards the
ghostly presence of race in the structures through which they navigate their lives. As
Amade M’charek notes, race is constantly “oscillating between a presence and absence
between relevance and irrelevance, or between it being above the surface and beneath
it.”40 What other forms of presence and absence might we see in our commitments to
analytically surface race in refugee medicine? For example, what might we learn if we
challenge the neutrality of whiteness as the standard from which other racial
identifications emerge, understanding how whiteness – particularly of the good, liberal
kind – is constituted in part through the caring interactions of humanitarian medicine?
What might we learn from work that probes how racial designations do – or do not –
attach to refugee bodies? In the following chapter, I consider these concerns in the
domain of law.
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“To live imaginatively through the furnace of the past”: Fugitivity, Rupture, Repair
The world is wrong. You can’t put the past behind you. It’s buried in you; it’s turned your flesh
into its own cupboard. Not everything remembered is useful but it all comes from the world to be
stored in you.
— Claudia Rankine, Citizen: An American Lyric1
What deformations of freedom become possible in the absence of resistance and agency?
— Alexander Weheliye, Habeas Viscus2
Humanitarian government derives from this premise: it is a politics of life and a politics of
suffering.
— Didier Fassin, Humanitarian Reason3

In the previous chapter, I described the ways that violence, as inscribed on the
bodies of humanitarian migrants, defines a community-in-the-making of patients for
those who care for refugees. As anthropological scholarship has noted, humanitarian
governance over the course of the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the
twenty-first has defined asylum less as a political category, as it was in the era following
the Second World War, but rather a designation that emphasizes the recognition of
suffering as traumatic injury, whether bodily, psychic, or a combination of the two.4 This
“subjectification through trauma”5 circumscribes the possibilities for accessing
alternative forms of life and survival for those who must strive for it. The relationship
between embodiment and citizenship, medical documentation and rights, was
productively illuminated through Adriana Petryna’s articulation of “biological
citizenship.” In Life Exposed, Petryna described how, faced with an uncertain terrain of
scientific knowledge in the aftermath of environmental disaster, survivors of the
Chernobyl catastrophe negotiated for access to economic benefits and recognition as
affected parties and as such political subjects.6 In the contemporary United States and
beyond, research has revealed the reverberations of many of the underlying conditions
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which facilitated the transformation of citizenship. Now, actors must often articulate their
claims not through the realm of justice and political advocacy, but rather through the
language of injury and trauma which has come to dominate claims for redress.7
As I have noted in earlier chapters of this dissertation, scholars of humanitarianism
attentive to Black feminist thought suggest that these analyses do not do enough work to
understand how the terrain of the “human” is a variegated one, suffused with
categorizations of the sub-human and non-human, and almost-human.8 Inspired in
particular by Adia Benton’s observation of the ways that race structures the
“nonequivalence”9 between lives in humanitarian encounters, this chapter examines three
cases of transnational Black subjects at the intersection of refuge and the law. Reading
the cases of a woman I call Maria, Kyle Lydell Canty, and Mohammed Jabateh (also
known as “Jungle Jabbah”) against one another, this chapter engages arguments about the
relationship between Blackness, affect, and the law, examining whether and in what ways
the recognition of Black injury is possible through currently existing forms of legal
restitution and justice. While I am sympathetic to Afropessimist perspectives emerging
from the literary disciplines and history, among other fields, I also interrogate these
theoretical perspectives for their utility in making sense of what we encounter as
ethnographers and scholars of daily life and practice in the contemporary United States.
In other words, while I understand the importance of ontologically-grounded arguments
about the incommensurability of Black life with law, the state, civil society, I, too,
recognize the ways that law and its effects, as they are lived and practiced, offer a more
heterogeneous picture than some of these readings of the world would allow. In what
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follows, I analyze ambivalent cases to understand what they might tell us about the
possibility of justice for Black people through law.
Heath Cabot’s work in Greece emphasizes the potential of the case, particularly
what she calls the “trouble case,” in helping to reveal conflicts of norms and
expectations; drawing upon the dramatic and theatrical quality of these troubling
specimens for refugee law, her work illuminates some of the contradictions at the heart of
refugee recognition.10 Similar to Cabot, the following cases I present are troubling cases
with rupturing figures at their center: the victim of sexual violence, the persecuted
racial/ethnic minority, and the African warlord/false refugee. Each case tells us
something not only about the potential for recognition but also about the limits of both
current liberal conceptualizations of justice and a radical politics of abolition and refusal.
At stake in this chapter are core questions about culpability, deservingness, and political
possibility. This chapter is also a study of the proper place of affect. Resonating with my
interests in the moral economies of integration, the structures of feeling that shape
neighborhood conflict, and the community of traumatized subjects, this chapter considers
the moral content of claims for asylum baked into questions about the limits of refugee
law. In each case, delimitations of who this law is for and what kinds of cases it might
accommodate shape testimony. As such, these cases trouble the law as a practice of
justice. In contrast to the dominant streams of Afropessimism, however, I do not
foreclose the possibility that legal proceedings may sometimes produce something that
looks like relief.
What are the potential outcomes of the turn to legal systems for restitution or
recognition? How skeptical should we be of the potential for the state’s capacity to
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recognize? If these systems rely upon the recognition of affectively-laden injury, to what
extent is Black pain legible? These cases call attention to the pervasiveness of racialized
state violence in their home countries, and as such represent a political call to action. I
tease them out in order to question both pessimistic and optimistic accounts of legal
redress in repairing the aftermath of violence. My first two cases involve Black subjects
seeking asylum; the final concerns a case of the removal of asylum. Each considers
Blackness as a diasporic and transnational phenomenon and asks about the role of the
state in restitution, particularly in the context of the United States, a nation all too willing
to use the law to reproduce structures of violence.
Maria: the victim of (racialized) sexual violence
There is a crawling part of every day. The part that doesn’t leave the ground, slides under all the
affirmations, bills paid, slips unshown, good girl status tentatively unshattered. There is part of
the breathing that doesn’t need that either, somewhere at the base of the lungs. Steamship fuel
that pushes on her day, the part of her that doesn’t know how to walk with the full sensation of
the particles on the floor, the dredge in the river, the dust of what happens in fake human heaven,
the sense to want something else.
— Alexis Pauline Gumbs, Spill 11

Since 2013, I have worked with a local organization which provides medical,
psychological, and gynecological affidavits for asylum seekers. Supported through the
network established by the Nobel Peace Prize-winning organization Physicians for
Human Rights, the clinic pairs medical students and other clinicians-in-training with
psychologists and physicians to conduct examinations of applicants for asylum. Believing
that “through evidence, change is possible,”12 participants in the program meticulously
document the aftermath of violence in each client, carefully describing and
photographing scars from torture, examining patients for evidence of female genital
cutting/mutilation, and conducting detailed psychological examinations. Combined with a
detailed patient narrative collected during the exam, these encounters are then
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transformed through the work of the student and provider into an affidavit which is added
to asylum applications. The organization reports high levels of success using their
methods: “90 percent of reported asylum outcomes that include an evaluation performed
by a PHR Asylum Network volunteer are successful, compared to a national average of
barely 30 percent.”13 For a variety of reasons, I never intended this network to be a
subject of ethnographic observation, focusing instead on the institutions of care that I
have detailed in the rest of this dissertation. However, one of my first cases continued to
resonate with me as I went through my fieldwork. In the following section, I present
some details from this case to begin some reflections about the gendered, racialized
subject as an object of intervention. My interests in what Ticktin called “the gendered
human of humanitarianism”14 began with one of my very first asylum cases, a woman I
call Maria.
Maria12 felt that in her country, “it’s a sin to be a woman, to be black.” In a hot,
sticky room near my university’s campus, the sun streamed in through tall, glass
windows, catching the light in Maria’s dark curls as she told us her story. Her audience –
a smiling white family physician, an interpreter, and me – listened, raptly, as her voice
crackled through the telling, an uneven rush of words tumbling out of her mouth

As with other names in this dissertation, this is a pseudonym. I have taken extra precautions to protect
Maria because of the nature of our encounter, including omitting some non-essential details of her
narratives. Similar to the ways that I encountered patients during the span of my fieldwork, I felt strongly
that asking Maria and other asylum clients to become a formal participant in my ongoing ethnographic
research would be a challenging situation for consent given the power I held over her. In addition, it is
standard practice for medical providers doing these affidavits to have no further contact with their patientclients in this setting; it is believed that having a temporary and limited relationship with the patient
improves objectivity. Many clients would ask, after the interview, to become patients of the providers I
worked with, having just revealed much of themselves to these clinicians. In each case, however, the
provider declined, adhering to our code of ethics in these cases. Each time I have worked with a client, I
have never seen them again. For more on the ethics and impact of testimony and psychological
ramifications of these encounters in particular, see Gangsei, “Psychological Evaluation of Asylum Seekers
as a Therapeutic Process”; Meffert et al., “Health Impact of Human Rights Testimony.”
12
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punctuated by long, drawn out silence, syllables forming laboriously on her tongue.
“They told me I am the same color as asphalt,”13 she said of her family, softly. Her whole
family was Black, by American standards, but she was the blackest, a fact she could
never forget. She’s haunted by other things too. Moments like this: when she was 13
years old, she was walking from school by herself when she ran into a family friend, a
neighbor, who grabbed her, groped her, and took out his most “intimate” parts for her to
see. He called her “n---.”14 She screamed, but because neighbors were making a lot of
noise, no one heard her. She told her mom, who didn’t believe her. She would come to be
assaulted again by local men she passed every day on the way to school. Two of them, in
a small dark room.
Soon, she crawled through every day. Quiet, she shrank into herself, holding her
arms tight to her body on the bus, never speaking to anyone. She didn’t date. Wanting to
be safe, she closed up. She waited, and she watched. Vigilant, silence was her guard,
modesty her cloak. But the night came for her again, and when she was walking home
one night, years later, strange hands grabbed at her from the dark. Pulling. Tugging. She
struggled. She ran. It was too close.
That night, she began to want something else, somewhere else, and soon. She
decided to come to America, where she could “hold her head up high.” She snuck on
small planes and a boat to meet an uncle in New York. America would be the place,
unlike her home, where her blackness and her womanhood would no longer be a sin.

This, in addition to the other passages, is in translation from Portuguese. While working in translation is
not common for anthropologists, in my role as a scribe during these encounters it was common to use an
interpreter. I use the translations provided here because they are, with slight modifications, what was
presented to the legal team who worked with her.
14
Again, this is how the interpreter translated it, whispering the word.
13
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Maria’s case draws attention to the dynamic interplay of race, gender, violence,
and geography.15 I often find myself drawing upon cases because they are useful both in
their singularity and their normativity, and because in the intersection of medicine and
law that my fieldwork represents, cases provide the patterns of thinking that shape our
practice.16 Cases are that which simultaneously prove the rule and shatter it. What, then,
might Maria’s case tell us? The form of Maria’s testimony is circumscribed by the
context in which she shared it with us, and it is truncated by my redaction of most of her
life in order to protect her privacy; yet, the very circumscriptions these forms of
testimony entail – after all, I have wrested authorial control from her in a double sense, in
constructing the affidavit eventually sent to her lawyer and now, in morphing this
narrative for the purpose of my research – tell us something about how the experiences of
racialization and gender as process are constituted as a differential experience and
subjection to violence. That is, Maria is a woman and she is Black in the eyes of asylum
law because membership in these “social groups”15 makes her differentially subject to
violence that her state neither wishes to recognize nor put an end to.17
Her testimony is not only ambivalent because it has, ultimately, been ripped apart
from her, massaged into a recognizable form. It is also the case that the recognition of
Maria’s suffering rests in an uneasy place within asylum law; the recognition of genderbased violence is controversial. Despite the publishing of the UNHCR’s Guidelines on
the Protection of Refugee Women in 1991 stating that gender is a protected class under

15
Recall, here the criteria for a refugee: any person who, “owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted
for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is
outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of
the protection of that country… or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his
former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return
to it.”
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the 1951 Refugee Convention, national governments have struggled to put this into
practice. Some of these complications stem from the problem that gender-based violence
is often linked to social norms or culture, from female genital cutting to forced marriages,
leading to qualms about defining them as persecution.18 Other complications arise from
the language of the law, which does not explicitly mention gender; complicating
interpretation further, the perpetrators of gendered violence are often non-state actors.
The United States’ law has had a rocky evolution in its attempt to accommodate these
protections, from Matter of Kasinga in 1995 to Matter of R-A in 2009, and more recent
declarations about the exclusion of domestic violence. This is partially a question of
restriction. Our concern is with defining asylum law such that it applies to the smallest
number of people; considering women, nearly half of most nations, a protected class
opens the doors too wide, in some estimations.
When we consider Maria at the intersection of international laws in the American
context, the picture is even more complex. Kimberle Crenshaw’s famous exposition of
intersectionality is instructive in trying to understand Maria’s subjectivity and its relation
to the law. While popular conceptualizations of Crenshaw’s intervention flatten her
analysis to merely suggest that identities are additive or that we all sit at an “intersection”
of lived experiences, an examination of Crenshaw’s seminal 1989 essay speaks not only
to an analytic or theoretical inability to understand the doubly discriminatory experiences
of Black women but rather a true impossibility within the legal framework for
accommodating what was neither merely racial discrimination nor mere gendered
discrimination but a racialized gendered discriminatory practice.19 Later, Crenshaw
would explore what she considered the important structural, political, and
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representational dimensions of intersectional thinking.20 Examining five legal cases
involving the claims of Black women, her work demonstrates a problem with the law, one
which equally applies to Maria’s experience as well. Yes, as analysts, to imagine Maria’s
experience merely as one of gender or race would be to be analytically blind; but more
importantly, as Crenshaw demonstrates, it is important to think about the ways that legal
doctrines which imagine the possibility of either gender or race discrimination
unintentionally marginalize Black women. Note that the language of the UN Refugee
Convention – “reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social
group or political opinion” – brackets race separately from the “social group” which is
the grounds upon which gender is (unevenly) protected. Maria’s experience is a
racialized one – she is targeted because she is Black – but the means of her targeting is
that which subjects her to sexual violence. It is a gendered form of racial domination, one
all too familiar to theorists of Black experience.
It is worth noting that the context within which I met Maria speaks to the further
circumscription of possibilities for recourse. As many anthropologists have observed
across contexts, the shift from the recognition of political marginalization to
individualized suffering has shaped effective strategies for making claims for recognition.
An increasingly hostile terrain for claims of political asylum has subordinated the
political to the psychic; as one psychologist involved with the clinic told me, an
increasing number of psychological claims have been made on the part of asylum
seekers. Maria’s claim was a political one. She asserted that her government could not
protect her from this racialized form of gendered violence. Doing so required positing the
United States as the answer to a problem that her home country could not or would not
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solve, and thus involved portraying her country as one where women are violated with
impunity and the government lacks the will to stop it, ignoring, of course, the pervasive
inattention to domestic violence and rape in many communities in the United States.
These political truths were embedded in her asylum paperwork. Her most efficacious
route to refuge, however, was through the realm of suffering. Our goal as clinicians was
to make clear Maria’s psychological vulnerability: what would happen if she went home?
Would she be a harm to herself or others? Would her mental health decline? Probing for
her injuries, for the truth in her mind and body, would be the key to helping make a case
for evading her deportation. What we were searching for, then, was Black suffering.
It is precisely these forms of affective, embodied suffering by Black women
which many claim are outside the realm of recognition. Tyrone Palmer, for example,
reads scenes from Claudia Rankine’s Citizen to argue that “Black affect, then, is
unthinkable, falling within the epistemological closure of Man’s episteme; buried beneath
an overdetermined discourse that reads the expression and performance of Black affect as
always already excessive, inadequate, or both.”21 While I am sympathetic to readings of
Fanon and Wynter that make clear the ontological status of Blackness, analyses rooted in
the aftermaths of transatlantic slavery and colonialism, I am concerned that this work
risks eliding more complex circulations of affect, recognition, and Blackness which make
particular regimes possible: for these regimes, Black suffering is neither excessive nor
inadequate, but precisely adequate. For example, humanitarian and postcolonial contexts
alike are spaces in which affects circulate around the wounded or suffering Black or
Brown female subject; postcolonial feminist work critiquing humanitarianism concerns
itself with the challenges of recognizing anything other than suffering or abjection under
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the humanitarian gaze. Representational modes necessitate either the entrepreneurial
good migrant or the abject child or poor woman awaiting sponsorship. To suggest that
Black affect is unrecognizable is to deny the ways that, when Blackness is read globally,
the mobilization of affect – and the humanitarian’s ability to be affected by imagery – is
the most effectual path for recognition. As political subjectivities continue to give way to
subjectivities founded upon wounding, or perhaps more aptly, as wounding becomes the
ground for political action and efficacy, scholars of Black life in the United States and
beyond should be wary of approaches which posit a universal form of Blackness
everywhere and which elide the ways that it is sometimes precisely that the Black woman
can be wounded that she matters at all.
To argue this is not to suggest that things are “better than” Afropessimists would
allow, nor is it to say that we should recognize Maria’s agency through suffering. It also
isn’t to say that we have overcome the relations of the flesh which constituted Blackness
in the beginning. What it is to do is to suggest that if we are to understand how Black
lives function in these worlds and their relationships to rights, we need to attend to the
ways that strategic incorporation and inclusion, coupled with abjection, disavowal, and
ejection, form the grounds for a complex politics of Black life on a transnational scale.22

Kyle Canty: the persecuted minority
Early in my field work, I became fixated on an undercurrent which pulsed beneath
media coverage and which, along with my family history and experiences working in the
field, forms one of the theoretical grounds for this project: a sense that, perhaps, now that
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a widespread understanding of police brutality and hyperincarceration was mainstream,
Black injury may be recognized. In 2015, the United Nations Human Rights Council
expressed concern at the pervasiveness of police violence in the United States, with
delegates from nations such as Pakistan expressing concern at the condition in the United
States.23 I began encountering the idea that Black people may qualify as refugees because
of UN-recognized human rights violations against them. Amidst the upheavals and public
conversations around the Movement for Black Lives, these articles asked: Could African
Americans be considered refugees?
Other articles like a February 2017 Atlantic article entitled “Frederick Douglass,
Refugee” recast longstanding questions about Black survival and Black life in the United
States through the language of refugeehood. “Douglass’ life and work,” journalist David
Blight writes, “serve as a striking symbol of one of the first major refugee crises in our
history.”24 Positioning Douglass as a refugee and illegal migrant under the Fugitive Slave
Act of 1850 and describing him as an “internal exile,” the article flips the script, using
Trump’s Frederick Douglass gaffe16 to comment on the President’s restrictive stance on
immigration. The article draws an explicit parallel between enslaved people, captive or
free, and contemporary migrants:
Throughout modern history, the millions forced to flee as refugees and beg for
asylum have felt Douglass’s agony, and thought his thoughts. So many nameless
and faceless Syrians or Libyans, Iraqis or Sudanese, Iranians or Serbians have felt
the same terrors in deserts, and in the billows of the Mediterranean. And now in
airports and immigration offices, on college campuses and in the kitchens of most
American restaurants. This is an ancient story; America came to it late, but with
historical eyes open this nation knows it well.

President Trump was widely mocked when he remarked, in February 2017, that “Frederick Douglass is
an example of somebody who’s done an amazing job and is getting recognized more and more, I notice.”

16
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These asylees have “thought his thoughts,” felt his agony. Here, refugeehood and asylum
are rendered not through the normative frame which centers international treaties and the
United Nations, but through a more fundamental experience of displacement and non- or
provisional forms of belonging. With “historical eyes open,” then, we might see that there
is a more fundamental relationship between Blackness and displacement.
The relationship between Blackness and refuge is far from straightforward. This is
probably best exemplified in the public discourse around survivors of Hurricane Katrina
and the public discourse that transpired after they were described as refugees. While
some considered the language of “refugee” to be important for marking the significance
of Katrina for New Orleans, others rejected the label, suggesting that it evoked a sense of
the alien, foreign, and abject. Interpreting the outrage of Black Americans who rejected
this label, Cacho says that they were not repudiating the official definitions of refugee or
internally displaced person, but rather they “repudiated the way in which ‘refugee’ was
used and how it could be interpreted metaphorically – in which case, all the
characteristics of ‘refugee’ would be transferred to the victims of Hurricane Katrina,
including the meanings assigned to the racial groups currently associated with the
category ‘refugee.’”25 As Masquelier argues, because of the ways that Katrina laid bare
social inequalities endemic not only to New Orleans, but to much of the United States,
those affected by the disaster pushed back against the term “refugee” as though it were a
slur, one which indexed their otherness.26 For opponents of this rhetorical turn, the
analogy between Black storm victims and refugees was a misrecognition, one in which
“black storm victims were routinely and repeatedly characterized as standing outside the
law, the moral order, and the nation.”27 In relationship to Hurricane Katrina, it was

238

precisely because of the conflation of refugeehood, non-citizenship, and non-belonging
that the term felt unusable, politically intractable. Yet, in the contemporary moment,
academic Black studies and political movements have adopted a stance that considers that
analogy not only to be tractable, but foundational to an understanding of Blackness.
Derived from Fanonian understandings of Black ontology and read through literature on
slavery and social death, it is precisely because Blackness is outside the law, the moral
order, and the nation that analogies to the displaced make sense.
My second case, that of Kyle Lydell Canty, further reflects these tensions in the
relationship between Blackness and refuge. Canty, a black American who made the gutsy,
politically-inflected move of fleeing to Canada, claimed persecution based on his race.
Harassment by the police, the death of his community, and the UN-recognized epidemic
of racialized police violence his proof of a need to flee North, he argued that the United
States had persecuted him. In expressing his justification for moving, he stated:
We were brought to America as slaves, and the country hasn’t changed its ways at
all since then. Throughout my life, police departments have harassed me and made
me fear for my life – this is something many other people of color will have
experienced too. If you’re black in the US you will always have to go through
persecution and discrimination at some point in your life. Black Americans are
killed in large numbers by the police, regularly denied the same education and
access to housing as white Americans and face hurdles when trying to vote. All
these forms of discrimination are racist – yet they continue nonetheless.

In early January of 2016, Canada’s Immigration Review aboard denied Canty’s claims
for asylum. In its justification, the refugee board’s Ron Yamauchi wrote: “I find that the
claimant is not a Convention refugee in that he does not have a well-founded fear of
persecution for a Convention ground in the United States of America,” adding that “his
removal to the United States of America would not subject him personally to a risk to his
life or to a risk of cruel and unusual treatment or punishment.” While Yamauchi
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conceded that Black Americans were “stopped and questioned by police at the highest
rate compared to other racial groups,” he insisted that the issue to be decided was one of
persecution, “which is treatment that is worse than harassment.”28
The salient distinction is between persecution, which is grounds for asylum, and
discrimination or harassment. I will, as the Canadian government does, begin with the
dictionary definitions for the words persecute and persecution, given that the meaning of
persecution is given by Merriam Webster as both “the act or practice of persecuting
especially those who differ in origin, religion, or social outlook” and “the condition of
being persecuted, harassed, or annoyed.”29 Given the circularity of this definition, it’s
probably worth examining the dictionary – here are two definitions of persecute, from
Merriam Webster and Oxford Dictionary:
Merriam Webster
persecute
transitive verb
1. to harass or punish in a manner designed to injure, grieve, or
afflict; specifically: to cause to suffer because of belief
2. to annoy with persistent or urgent approaches (as attacks, pleas, or
importunities): pester
Oxford Dictionaries
persecute
Verb
[With object]
1. Subject (someone) to hostility and ill-treatment, especially because of their
race or political or religious beliefs: his followers were persecuted by the
authorities
1.1. Harass or annoy (someone) persistently: Hilda was persecuted by some
of the other girls
Based upon these definitions, we may grasp that the dictionary meaning of persecute
involves the targeting of individuals for ill-treatment on the basis of specific
characteristics, generally either belief or membership in a particular group. Regarding the
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latter, the Oxford Dictionary definition specifically mentions race. This harassment or illtreatment is, for both definitions, defined as persistent. Thus, for some behavior to count
as persecuting another, it should be persistent, lead to harm, grievance, or affliction, and
be based upon some characteristic of the person.
It is, however, the case that words often come to signify something above and
beyond what their dictionary definitions might suggest, particularly as they become part
of broader semiotic frameworks and social milieus.30 The Canadian Immigration Review
Board, which acknowledges that the meaning of the word persecution is “neither selfevident” nor clearly elaborated in the originating law, outlines several criteria
surrounding the designation of particular acts as persecution. They thus elaborate a more
specific designation of what kinds of acts constitute persecutory acts. The main criteria
are:
1. The mistreatment, whether in threat or in actuality, must be “serious.”
2. The “inflicting of harm occurs with repetition or persistence, or in a systematic
way.”31
3. The acts of persecution must be linked to one of the Convention grounds.
4. Persecution is distinct from random acts of violence or violence as a result of
criminal behavior or personal vendettas.
5. The agents of persecution: “In order to be categorized as persecution, the harm need
not emanate from the state; and the state need not be involved or be complicit in
the perpetration of the harm.”32
6. It is important to distinguish between cumulative acts of discrimination and/or
harassment, and whether they are serious enough to be considered persecution. 33
It is this last point that I will take in detail, although it is related to the prior 5 criterion
and relevant in evaluating Canty’s case. The question at hand is: do the experiences
Canty describes – several arrests, police harassment, and a criminal record that he argues
is rooted in systemic racism on the part of a state that conflates Blackness with
criminality – amount to persecution? On the one hand, scholars have consistently
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highlighted the ways that Blackness in the United States has become linked with
criminality,34 particularly highlighting how prisons come to be instruments of racialized
class domination for people of color and poor white folks alike.35 But as Yamauchi notes,
the Immigration Review Board is willing to acknowledge that systematic discrimination
in the US has led to a disproportionate number of Black Americans being incarcerated,
killed at the hands of police, and having contact with the legal system. But the question is
one of persecution. Reviewing the criteria, we might evaluate Canty’s claims. Let’s take
them in succession.
In determining whether the mistreatment is sufficiently serious, this requires a
subjective assessment based upon the beholder’s understanding of what “serious” harm
entails. In their guidance on this issue, the Canadian government states, “The requirement
that the harm be serious has led to a distinction between persecution on the one hand, and
discrimination or harassment on the other, with persecution being characterized by the
greater seriousness of the mistreatment which it involves… what distinguishes
persecution – whether from discrimination or non-persecutory discrimination – is the
degree of seriousness of the harm.”36 I return to this point later, but I suggest it is in the
realm of “seriousness” that the structuring norms of the Immigration Review Board
become apparent. Adjudicating the systematic and persistent character of the claims,
evidence from the United States government itself suggests a problematic relationship
between Black Americans and the criminal justice system; these discriminations are also
linked to the Convention grounds, as Canty claimed discrimination on the basis of race.
It is the final question which is the most important: are these actions serious enough
to warrant their designation as persecution rather than merely harassment or
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discrimination? Given that Canty’s case meets the criteria of persecution aside from that
of “seriousness,” what is in question here is an adjudication of the severity of Black
suffering in America. I provide an illustrative contrast: take the well-publicized case of
Denise Harvey, who was convicted in 2008 of five counts of unlawful sexual activity
with a minor. She was granted protected person status in Canada in May of 2012,
according to the National Post. She faced a 30-year prison sentence in the U.S., but her
request was granted because the Immigration Review Board agreed that her 30-year
sentence was cruel and unusual punishment, particularly because the crime she was
convicted of is not a crime in Canada, where the age of consent is 16 unless one is a
trusted adult (e.g. teacher, boss). Not only this, but her case was put before the Supreme
Court of Canada and judged to be fair. I lack the space here to probe the normative legal
meaning of “cruel and unusual punishment,” but I want to gesture towards the salience of
the race and gender of each of these figures and the relative “seriousness” of their
persecution.
Whether it is police violence or political conflict, one must be able to point to an
event – a moment in time – at the same time that one must say that said event is
indicative of the ordinary, of the fundamental failings or machinations of the state, and its
inability to protect OR its acts of violence on its own citizens. In the case of Canty, I’ve
found the reactions to his case to be range from disbelief, laughter, and sometimes anger
at the idea that he is making a “mockery” of the state. To some people, the violence
Canty claims does not rise to the level of the event: it is too ordinary, too status quo, to
constitute the kind of event that would warrant such protection; perhaps it is
discrimination, but it is not persecution. No, persecution is something greater than this.
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One way to read Canty’s case is that it marks state violence against Black people in the
United States as an event. In applying for asylum, he pushes us to say, “Yes, this is a
phenomenon that warrants attention and political protection.” This is, in many ways,
unthinkable by state apparatuses; it requires that they consider Black American suffering
to be exceptional – to be unacceptable – a difficult task, given that Black suffering
typically “figures in the domain of the mundane” and thus “refuses the idiom of
exception,”37 What Canty illustrates for us in both his application and its rejection are
the challenges of recognizing this particular form of suffering as sufficiently eventful
enough to warrant aid.
How do we reconcile this? Maria’s utopia, the site of her deliverance, is one and
the very same as Kyle’s site of persecution. Kyle’s space of hope, a symbolic refuge, the
terminal point of the Underground Railroad, has its own complex racial past and present.
So, for Maria and for Kyle, as many have demonstrated, the reality of migration may
disappoint, as it so often does, as “the positive prospects of imagined migration often turn
into negative migrant imaginaries.”38 In both the Canadian and American contexts,
discourses of multiculturalism, diversity, and tolerance often fail on the ground, the
reality not matching up with the rhetoric, and selective inclusion acting as the other side
of the coin for ongoing practices of marginalization and violent oppression.39
Migratory imaginaries are important sites of black political struggle and the will
to go on, despite. Critical geographer Katherine McKittrick describes what she calls black
geographies, “subaltern or alternative geographic patterns that work alongside and
beyond traditional geographies and site a terrain of struggle.”40 When discussing this case
with peers and mentors, I was reminded that of course, Maria and Kyle are not the first
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people to cross borders in order to seek refuge from black life — from Baldwin, to TaNehisi Coates, to Assata Shakur and Claudia Jones, Black people have been seeking
refuge for a long time. Following McKittrick and other geographers, then, I draw
attention to black geographic movements as one way to tell a history of struggle: from
colonial expansion, enslavement, the Great Migration to northern cities and Canada, to
dreams of asylum in exile from France to West Africa, the story of black struggle is
mapped spatially, on the bodies of those crossing borders in order to find a way to
survive. Even Mr. Canty’s own words, wrapped up in the language of continuity and
the longue durée, highlight how what I describe is not at all new, but tethered to a long
history of a diasporic imagination, the past folding into the present and shaping how
futures are plotted, imagined, and mapped. These narratives of cartographic struggle,
drawn from the notion that going North has long represented the site of freedom in the
Americas, are the resources that Maria and Kyle both have for telling a story about their
own movement. We might imagine northward migration as what Kelley has called a
“cognitive map of the future.”41
We can also see that these movements expose the complications of refuge for
Black subjects: try as they might, neither Kyle nor Maria will manage to escape their race
or their gender and the kinds of violence that these subject positions expose them to,
given the pervasiveness of white supremacy and patriarchy in North America. But try
they might. But at the same time, as many legal scholars and social theorists have
suggested, what this case also relies upon is a recognition that the state can and should
protect you. What does it mean to “cling” to one’s marginality as a site of resistance, a
position from which to make demands of the state? Critical theorists are often skeptical of
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the idea that seeking state protection is the answer to the systematic marginalization and
violence that states often inflict upon their citizens, whether through malicious intent or
neglect. To oversimplify a somewhat complex argument, one might say, as Wendy Brown
does, that people develop a paradoxical and unhealthy attachment to their injured
identities; by naming them as the premise for their recognition, they reinscribe that which
oppresses them. In their declaration of gendered and racialized vulnerabilities, both Maria
and Canty may in fact reinscribe the subjugation that brought them to seek asylum in the
first place.
But more than this reinscription of the liberal subject, the autonomous rights
bearer of the modern state, it is important to note that they do so through a system that
was designed, implicitly, to exclude them in the first place: refugee law operates through
a distinction between mere harassment and acts that rise to the level of persecution, a
distinction whose roots can be traced to the tricky problem of offering restitution and
repair after the great trauma of the Holocaust. I asked an immigration attorney I worked
with about this distinction and Canty’s case specifically. He reminded me that the context
of the treaty was the tail end of World War II, a direct reaction to the Holocaust. The
United States had delegates in the room who were very cognizant of “the fact that African
Americans in the United States were by law discriminated against in much of the
country.” Having read the notes from these conversations, the lawyer noted that while
this wasn’t explicitly mentioned,
there was sort of apartheid-esque sort of legal systems that existed all over
continental Africa that were enforced to varying degrees, so it wasn’t just Jim
Crow. But it [the meeting] was kind of trying to parse out distinctions between that
kind of mistreatment – and I mean, certainly we know what is … what the Nazis
did to Jews was like – TICK that’s included, but also the sort of zone in between
gets a lot fuzzier… And the question is: To what extent to we tolerate a pervasive,
even something baked into a legal code, that distinguishes a certain class of
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people… The countries that negotiated these treaties did not want to open their
borders to anyone who faced a wide range of hardships in their own countries.

Canty, ultimately, is rejected on this distinction – his pervasive mistreatment at the hands
of the police fails to rise to the level of persecution in the eyes of the Immigration Review
Board, who characterize his experience as mere harassment. I do not know the fate of
Maria, but it is telling that she is seeking asylum not explicitly because of her Black
womanhood, but as a traumatized subject who will be a risk to herself – via suicide – if
she is forced to return. Both Kyle and Maria declare their victimized identity in appeals to
institutions that are the very reason for their suffering; one might argue, then, that despite
their potential, political acts like these are limited by their reliance on state recognition,
on being “seen” by the very institutions that were designed not to recognize you. And yet,
what else can they do when recognition is that which we “can’t not want”?42
In what follows, I describe the case of someone who represents the worst-case
scenario of the asylum process: a perpetrator of crime who passed himself off as a victim
and lived, happily, within Philadelphia’s Liberian refugee community for years. I want to
consider the ways that refugeehood and the need for protection necessitate an
uncomplicated victimhood. Complexity is elided to produce two poles: war criminal or
worthy victim.

Mohammed Jabateh: the war criminal & false refugee
In coming to the shores of Africa, we indulged the pleasing hope that we would be permitted to
exercise and improve those faculties which impart to man his dignity; to nourish in our hearts the
flame of honorable ambition; to cherish and indulge these aspirations which a beneficent Creator
had implanted in every human heart, and to evince to all who despise, ridicule, and oppress our
race that we possess with them a common nature; are with them susceptible of equal refinement,
and capable to equal advancement in all that adorns and dignifies man.
— Liberian Declaration of Independence, 1847
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On October 18, 2017, Mohammed Jabateh, also known as “Jungle Jabbah,” was
found guilty of two counts of fraud and two counts of perjury in the United States District
Court for the Eastern District of Pennsylvania. Later, he was sentenced to thirty years’
imprisonment – the statutory maximum – for his crimes. A Liberian man who had been
granted refugee status in the 1990s and had lived near Philadelphia since his arrival in the
United States, he was charged with lying about his role as a military commander during
the Liberian Civil War. According to court monitoring, Assistant United States Attorney
Nelson Thayer presented the case. Over the course of a two-week trial, the United States
federal government, the court heard the eyewitness testimony of at least nineteen
Liberian citizens flown into the United States.43 Jabateh’s charges stem from two key
questions in the Form I-589 for asylum in the United States, questions that are meant to
weed out those who have committed crimes. When asked the following, Jabateh declined:
“Have you or any member of your family ever belonged to or been associated with any
organizations or groups in your home country, such as, but not limited to, a political
party, student group, labor union, religious organization, military or paramilitary group,
civil patrol, guerrilla organization, ethnic group, human rights group, or the press or
media?” According to testimony, Jabateh had been a commander in the rebel militias
ULIMO (United Liberation Movement for Democracy in Liberia) and ULIMO-K. He
also did not admit to the questions “Have you ever committed a crime?” and “Have you
ever harmed anyone else?” Later his green card application asked if he had participated in
genocide. Again, he said no.
The court case, which was heavily covered by Philadelphia newspapers, was not
open to the general public. Court documents have been sealed to protect the identities of
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his victims and because of ongoing civil and criminal litigation. As a result, my reading
of this case is not based upon my presence in the courtroom, but rather on these
journalistic and judicial representations of the case: local Philadelphia Inquirer articles,
diasporic social media accounts, and advocacy group reports from the organizations
Civitas Maxima and the Global Justice and Research Project. Civitas Maxima17, an
organization dedicated to the independent legal organization of victims of crimes against
humanity, produced a day by day accounting of the case. According to their founder,
Alain Werner, the organization is based on “the conviction that victims of international
crimes must hold the keys to their own quest for justice.”18 The organization, composed
of a small group of Swiss lawyers, seeks to circumvent the political impasses of the
International Criminal Court (ICC), where only four cases have been successfully tried
since its founding in 2002, by trying cases in domestic courts. The United States, opposed
to the ICC since its conception – perhaps because of the potential for our leaders to be
tried – makes, then, an interesting site for the adjudication of international injustice.
The case centers on the events of the Liberian Civil War. “In 1822,” Jabateh’s
indictment reads,
freed American slaves settled on the western coast of Africa in the area that now
encompasses Liberia, which became an independent republic in 1847. Liberia’s
political landscape was dominated by the descendants of these settlers, known as
‘Americo-Liberians,’ despite the fact that America-Liberians comprised only
approximately five percent of Liberia’s population. Liberia was never colonized
by a foreign power. However, the Americo-Liberian settlers administrated a
colonial style system of government that denied full civic rights to some of the
indigenous tribal groups and relied on coercive force to maintain power. The
“The name, Civitas Maxima, which translates roughly as ‘the greater state’ is reference to the legal term
in Latin that captures the notion that all civilized societies hold certain values in common. The implication
is that any society, which considers itself civilized, will instinctively condemn international crimes such as
crimes against humanity and war crimes.” Dowell, “Civitas Maxima.” Civitas Maxima’s vision is “a world
where all forgotten victims of international crimes have access to fair and impartial justice mechanisms,
and perpetrators are held accountable.”
18
“Civitas Maxima.” All other information about Civitas Maxima comes from their website.
17
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historical marginalization of indigenous tribal groups and the violence inflicted on
native Liberians created a deeply divided society and set the stage for the conflict
that erupted in the latter decades of the twentieth century.44

As the indictment goes on to describe, after a coup and the murder of Liberia’s president
on April 12, 1980, Master Sergeant Samuel K. Doe became de facto ruler of the country
until his formal election as president in 1985, an outcome recognized by the international
community, including the United States. Doe was an authoritarian, and his favoritism and
nepotism led to the development of rebel military organizations, including the National
Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL), which was led by Charles Taylor and supported by the
governments of Burkina Faso, Sierra Leone, and Libya. Over the span of four months
between December 1989 and April 1990, the NFPL took control of approximately ninety
percent of Liberia outside the capital city of Monrovia. At this point, rebel factions
developed, including the Independent National Patriotic Front of Liberia (INPFL), which
captured and executed Doe in September 1990, and the United Liberation Movement for
Democracy in Liberia (ULIMO), which began its movements in early 1992.45 Jabateh
was charged with lying about his involvement in these movements on his immigration
documents, where he depicted himself as a victim, rather than a perpetrator, of violence.
Over the course of the two week trial, according to statements by the judge and
other media, twenty Liberian eyewitnesses were brought as witnesses by the state to
court, where they “testified in grim detail of the brutality they had witnessed and suffered
at Defendant’s hands or on his orders.”46 Most of these witnesses, “had little or no formal
education and lived in crushing poverty.”47 They were there to corroborate the state’s
claims that Jabateh “either personally committed, or ordered ULIMO troops under his
command to commit the following nonexclusive list of acts:
1) the murder of civilian noncombatants;
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2) the sexual enslavement of women;
3) the public raping of women;
4) the maiming of civilian noncombatants;
5) the torturing of civilian noncombatants
6) the enslavement of civilian noncombatants;
7) the conscription of child soldiers;
8) the execution of prisoners of war;
9) the desecration and mutilation of corpses; and
10) the killing of any person because of race, religion, nationality, ethnic origin or
political opinion.”48
Court documents describe incredible and unthinkable forms of torture. One witness
testified that Jabateh ordered a child soldier to “put a tire around each prisoner’s neck,
poured gasoline into the tires, and lit them on fire. The prisoners screamed in agony, and
eventually were shot.”49 Another testified that women were raped, or shot to death via the
vagina, prisoners watching as soldiers “ritualistically ate a human heart.”50 Jabateh was
accused of capturing and enslaving women as young as 13 for sexual favors. Headlines
with salacious titles like “Witness: They murdered my husband, then ordered me to boil
his heart”51 by local journalist Jeremy Roebuck depict a complex, emotionallychallenging trial.
The case emerged at a key moment in the Trump administration. The assumed
criminality of immigrants has been a feature of concerns about immigration for centuries.
Recently, however, concern about false refugees and extreme vetting have led to a flurry
of public discourse, proposed legislation, and public fears about the potentiality, even
inevitability, of migrant crime.52 This case represents the worst-case scenario: a false
refugee, a violent criminal, a failure of the vetting system. Underscoring this, depictions
of Jabateh also draw upon the trope of the African warlord. In a photograph described in
court documents and circulated in local papers, a young Mohammed Jabateh, eyes
obscured by dark, gold-rimmed sunglasses, stands in gray-green military fatigues among
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other young men, staring dead-on into the camera, short dreadlocks crowning his head.
The caption states plainly, “Mohammed Jabateh does not dispute that this gaunt young
man with an automatic rifle slung over his shoulder is him.”53 One Vice news article,
entitled, “Alleged Liberian Warlord 'Jungle Jabbah' Caught After Hiding for Years in the
US” plays upon this concern, amplifying his criminality.54 The response has been clear:
there is no room for this criminality in the United States. “The United States has always
welcomed refugees and those fleeing oppression, but we will not be a safe haven for
alleged human rights violators and war criminals,” Acting Special Agent-in-Charge Jack
Staton of Homeland Security Investigations declared.55

Figure 9. A photo of Jabateh from court records, uncredited.

Jungle Jabbah is precisely the type of figure which ruptures both the sense of
refugees as necessarily innocent — here, Jabateh is either criminal or refugee, not both —
and also draws upon widely circulating discourses about the potential criminality of
migrants and the dangers they pose to Americans. In recent legislation along with Donald
Trump’s insistence that those coming to America from Central America are “bad
hombres” or that Syrian refugees are always-already terrorists, we see an anxiety that we
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may simply not be able to tell true victims from their persecutors. Generally, the liberal
response to the concern about this criminality is to either minimize its importance and
prevalence or to rely on narratives about “extreme vetting” which weeds out the truly
needy from the criminals.
As a punitive response to this form of deception, Jabateh’s case resulted in the
extension and amplification of normal sentencing for perjury and fraud; this violation was
so extensive that a judge devoted thirty pages to detailing the reasons why a sentence of
thirty years was justified. In a line of the memorandum, Judge Diamond writes that “in
lying to INS about his crimes and seeking sanctuary as a persecuted refugee,” Jabateh
“stood the persecutor bar and, indeed, the asylum system itself, on its head.”56 The
persecutor bar, as it is called, was created by Congress as a way of preventing the
entrance of war criminals into the United States. Diamond notes that the persecutor bar’s
goals are to “(1) exclude asylum applicants whose ‘acts are so grave that they render
[them] undeserving of international protection as refugees;’ and (2) ‘ensure that such
persons do not abuse the institution of asylum in order to avoid being held legally
accountable for their acts’.”57 Diamond argues forcefully that Jabateh warrants extended
sentencing in part because his actions call into question the vetting of asylum applicants.
Jabateh’s “conduct resulted in a significant disruption of a governmental function,” in
upending the state’s ability to discern real victims. In order to punish Jabateh for his act
to “impugn the integrity of our asylum process for almost twenty years” and deter other
war criminals from doing the same, the judge recommends an extended sentence of thirty
years. Diamond notes that: “As the leader and hands-on manager of ULIMO’s lawless,
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genocidal Zebra Battalion, Defendant is the least sympathetic ‘refugee,’ and the least
deserving of asylum in the United States.”58
Legal anthropologist Kamari Clarke has described what she calls the
“international criminal law impunity gap.” This gap is that between “the assignments of
guilt that draw their meaning from the individualisation [sic] of criminal responsibility
distinguished from modes of liability for parsing guilt that go beyond the individual.”59
Clarke wants to consider the gap, too, between what she calls social time and legal time.
In social time, postcolonial periods are saturated with the problems of the colonial, and
culpability is dispersed. In legal time, there can be only one perpetrator, and the
temporality of culpability is truncated.60 Legal systems in the find individuals culpable
for crimes, not societies. They are able to do so, Clarke argues, through the mobilization
of the specter of the victim. The “ghostly presence-via-absence of the victim” is what
drives the moral economy of interventions like the ICC in Sub-Saharan Africa. “Through
the crafting of particular types of rights-endowed African victims,” Clarke notes, “there is
a necessary construction of the commanding perpetrator as warlord — someone who
operates above the law and whose impunity cannot be allowed to continue.” 61Clarke’s
work is instructive in highlighting how this figure of the warlord is held up against the
putatively resource rich African context as the reason for the failures of Africa to achieve
its potential. By rendering a singular perpetrator, it necessitates judicial intervention
rather than political solutions. For Clarke, “the imagery with which the figure of the
victim collaborates is that of the Third World sufferer - be she or he the indigent woman
or man, the defenseless child soldier forced to bear arms, the raped or violated concubine,
the (African, Christian, Muslim, Jewish) refugee, or the internally displaced person.
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African victimhood is crucial for constructing a moral obligation to punish the adult
perpetrator in charge.”62 As we saw with Maria, Black affect became recognizable. It was
mobilized in court, through the testimony of Liberians whose heart-wrenching stories
were depicted as just that in local media: stories which tugged at the heart strings.
Jabateh’s case is interesting because of the ways that it mobilizes concerns about
African warlords, impunity, crimes against humanity, and the dark heart of Africa. It is
complicated, too, by his assertion that he himself was a victim and had been persecuted
based on his tribal affiliation. In court, he said that like his victims, “he also saw loved
ones raped and gunned down while attempting to escape the chaos. And, he told U.S.
immigration officers in 1998, his time during the war could be traced by the scars left on
his body by torture.”63 “I was whipped repeatedly, flogged and burned with cigarettes,”
Jabateh wrote in a six-page statement filed as part of an application for political asylum
in the United States. “I would not be fed for several days and had numerous injuries on
my body.”64
While his presumed status as a war criminal makes these statements seem
incredible, they could also be true. Norman de Moose, a U.S. Citizenship and
Immigration Services officer testified in court to that effect. “This was a war in which a
great number of atrocities were committed,” de Moose stated. “The way I thought of it
was that there were no clean hands on either side.”65 Coverage of the trial repeatedly
surfaces Liberia’s colonial history – described as a “founding” – in contextualizing this
case. “Simplified to the most basic level, Liberia’s politics and conflicts have been driven
almost entirely by ethnic discord since the West African nation’s founding in 1847 as a
home for freed and repatriated American slaves. Those freed slaves and their
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descendants, known as Americo-Liberians, historically have clashed with the indigenous
population, which, split by its own tribal affiliations and histories of conflict, often has
battled among itself.”66 Liberia is depicted as a failed state rife with conflict rooted in its
past, yet culpability always rests with Jabateh and other military commanders. The
imaginary here reads the past as historical, a series of events which precede but in no way
explain individual actions in the present. It makes it possible to invoke Liberia’s past in a
way which has no ethical purchase on the present or the future. We might ask: would
Jabateh have been who he was in the absence of this history? Given his reported nonviolence since entering the United States, is it possible to imagine that such grotesque
behavior was not innate but contextual? Is it possible to ask these questions?
Refugees are considered as such because they are recognized to be the victims of
state practice gone awry. What happens, then, when it becomes clear that the process of
weeding out these characters has not occurred as it should? What happens when someone
who has “committed and ordered the commission of every conceivable war crime67” is
admitted to the United States as a refugee? What can this tell us not only about our
understandings of refugees, but our frameworks for conceiving justice and freedom? This
section of my dissertation has proven challenging to write, not only because I could not,
for a long time, figure out what so compelled me about the case of Jungle Jabbah but
because I, too, found myself falling into well-worn patterns of conceptualizing human
complicity, guilt, and deservingness. Oscillating wildly between two untenable positions,
I found it hard to stake the complex argument I wanted to make. On the one hand, I read
the news reports and the court documents with the same kind of horror you may have:
shuddering at the thought of mass rape, burned bodies, devoured hearts. To treat this case
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with complexity, I imagined, smacked of complicity: was it right to humanize a monster?
Another perspective also seemed implausible: one which suggested that perhaps it’s
possible that he, too, was powerless, in the face of his superiors. Operating within a “gray
zone”68 of morality, should he be held accountable for his crimes? Can there be an ethics
in the face of widespread devastation and immorality? I was drawn back to conversations
which took shape early in my graduate school career in a seminar on violence, where we
grappled with the questions of culpability and restitution. There, we settled into uneasy
positions defined by an understanding of constrained agency. We unsettled our
understandings of violence as rupture, considering it instead to be imbricated with the
ordinary, no matter how spectacular. Veena Das describes “a mutual absorption of the
violent and the ordinary so that I end up by thinking of the event as always attached to the
ordinary as if there were tentacles that reach out from the everyday and anchor the event
to it in some specific ways.”69 I found these conversations useful to reflect upon, but they
do not always help us understand a path forward: how do we think about accountability
and justice for the many women who Jabateh is alleged to have wounded? In a broader
context in which we are reconsidering the law and prison as a means of restitution, can
we imagine alternatives to three decades of prison? If it is the case that he has not harmed
a single person – beyond more quotidian forms of injury – since he came to the United
States, to what end are we jailing him? What does it mean when ensuring refuge for some
– the Liberian community in which he has been embedded for decades – means denying
freedom for others?
We can think with this case as an opening for understanding what systems of
accountability and repair may look like when conceptualized together. I suggest that we
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need to make space for a different form of justice oriented less towards retribution and
more towards repair. It may seem appalling for me to suggest this in the case of someone
whose reported crimes are so extreme: after all, I have argued for the importance of the
ordinary, the unspectacular, and the mundane in the other pages of this dissertation. But
we often test our principles most effectively in the case of extremes such as this one:
criminality and refugeehood are, in this administration and beyond, antithetical. What
does it mean for an anti-racist abolitionist to take on Jabateh’s case? If we think beyond
the state, beyond individual culpability, beyond innocence, how can we imagine repair?
Should refuge exist only for the innocent? If not, where do we draw the line?

Pessoptimism: thinking with Black feminism against Afropessimism
What limit must be exceeded in order that the violence directed at the black body be made legible
in the law?
— Saidiya Hartman70

Black studies and anthropology share an ambivalent relationship to thinking with
and through the human. Posited as a simultaneously disciplinary and interdisciplinary
understanding of “what makes us human,”19 anthropology is a field of study with a long
history concerned with and constituted by human diversity. Credited with both the
entrenchment and destruction of the race concept, anthropology’s current orientation to
both the human and to race is uncertain. Post-humanist studies in the form of multispecies endeavors, lively vital materialities, ontological alterities, and studies beyond
Earth have populated anthropological thinking in recent years.71 In this context, my

19

After all, our department website asks this very question on its homepage.
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stubborn attachment to the human and social relations between beings we might call
Homo sapiens feels retrograde, out of fashion. Recognizing the importance of these
projects of alterity and their attempts to think a world beyond that which we have
previously thought, I find myself still mired in the thorny ground of trying to articulate a
project that takes seriously the importance of negotiating new futures for those deemed
sub- and non-human. Skeptical of the horizon that thinking beyond before thinking
through offers us, I settle, in the subsequent pages, into an accounting of the questions
which represent the core of this work. What, we might ask, are we to do about radical
forms of inequality, and which manifest in uneven characteristics of bodily security,
access to objects of desire, and safety? If contemporary projects of refuge are, as I have
hoped to demonstrate, shot through with the tensions inherent in variegations in the
human – racialized gender and the ways they shape and are shaped by – in fact, are
constitutive of relations of capital among them – what might there be on offer in terms of
articulating projects otherwise?
“Black life,” Jared Sexton writes, “is lived in death.”72 Thinking of the tension
between social life and social death, the structure of antagonism between Blackness and
humanity, Sexton builds upon a genealogy which understands Blackness as constituted
by, in turns, transatlantic slavery, colonialism anti-Black racism, and exclusion. As
Alexander Weheliye notes in the fifth chapter of his Habeas Viscus, “Law: Property,” we
need alternatives to what he calls the “legal conception of personhood,” and he reminds
us “to not lose sight of what remains outside the law, what the law cannot capture, what it
cannot magically transform into the fantastic form of property ownership.”73 Weheliye’s
conception, rooted in critical Black studies, remains skeptical of the possibilities of
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recognition and inclusion. Much as other scholars have illuminated the ways that Black
life has been denied the status of full humanity via, in fact, structures which were not
merely permissible by but constitutive of the law, what Sylvia Wynter calls the
“overrepresentation of Man as human.”74 For Weheliye, liberal forms of recognition
through the law as they are represented by the United Nations or the International
Criminal Court offer an impoverished understanding of humanity.
Part of what we must reject is that which has been demonstrated through these
cases; a distinction between the political and the human, the concerns of unvariegated
suffering bodies as not a question of politics. “What, ultimately, is gained, and what lost,”
Fassin asks us, “when we use the terms of suffering to speak of inequality, when we
invoke trauma rather than recognizing violence, when we give residence rights to
foreigners with health problems but restrict the conditions for political asylum, more
generally when we mobilize compassion rather than justice?"75 Weheliye is most
interested in trying to forge a path that rejects the implications of both a kind of
universalism that is characterized by the assertion that suffering is human, nor a kind of
particularist identiy politics that suggests that “suffering is experienced only by those
groups upon which it is inflicted.” Rather, he draws upon literature in Africana studies to
suggest that “racialized and gendered suffering at the hands of political brutalizations are
always already imbricated in the construction of modern humanity.”76 Attentive to how
suffering operates at both the level of what makes us uniquely sensing, feeling beings –
what makes us human, in other words – and that the infliction of suffering is what makes
us seem inhuman, Weheliye wants to understand where this places us in terms of
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relationship to the law and the articulation of it. For him, it suggests the impoverishment
of legal understandings of humanity and the tensions it forces.
Our scholarly conceptualization of the law elides the messiness of legal
proceedings, which often produce something. That something may not be justice, per se,
but it looks like temporary relief. In the long term, however, what should we do about
repairing the wounds that might be called several different names, including structural
violence, slow death, precarity, state violence, conflict, war, neoliberalism, late
capitalism, or trauma? In cataloguing these names for inherited modes of injury, “a set of
human responses to experiences that overwhelm our ability to cope,” 77 I suggest not that
these are all the same form or even that the modes of redress meant to attend to them are
all the same but to suggest that there are a plurality of modes of injuries around which
there is a kind of institutional business of busy-ness of repair. As such, this chapter has
concerned itself with three scenes which consider testimony: in two cases, speaking out
about injury is a mechanism used to access asylum, in the last, a mechanism for denying
it. In all of these cases, however, testimony functions to situate the refugee in structured
ways. In the case of Maria, it allows us to recognize her suffering as a Black woman by
impelling us to account for the psychic damage of the political sphere while deemphasizing the latter. It circumscribes the potential of testimony, which should not be
theatrical, performative, or political as in the case of Canty, but based upon true need. It
asks the refugee to be entirely innocent, and for violators – not the social worlds that
made them – to be culpable for their crimes. Making refuge, as I have been calling it,
does ask those who practice it to perform intimate forms of care. But it also produces a
set of activities — of taking notice, of making care happen, that have an aesthetic and
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bureaucratic public form. Ultimately, the refugee “has meaning insofar as he or she can
be employed into a narrative of innocence, victimization, rescue, and recovery.”78 In this
chapter, testimony to harm takes a particular form, and as such it offers specific forms of
redress.
Testimony, as it is practiced, streamlines the recognition of injury. Doing so in legal
cases necessitates particular conceptualizations of subjects, harm, and restitution. And so,
I am also concerned with the relationship between trauma, witnessing, and repair. While
in prior chapters, I have explicitly foregrounded the structural relations between groups
that we might consider to be different from one another – disappeared Native
populations, Southeast Asian refugees, Black Philadelphians both Old and New – this
chapter attended to variegations of transnational Blackness. Following Kamari Clarke
and Deborah Thomas’s concerns in their essay on globalization and race and their shared
reflections in a volume of the same name, transnational Black formations through the lens
of legal recognition may open up questions about the approaches to take towards legal
restitution under the auspices of human rights.79 Recognizing the intricate relationships
between political violence, racialization, and the human,80 the cases I consider in this
chapter each involve instances in which transnational Black subjects attempt to gain
restitution for what they have experienced at the hands of states who actively perpetuate
violence against them or ignore it when it is committed.
A subterranean concern in this chapter, too, is related to how ethnography has
come to be understood as, itself, a practice of justice. Concerned with the ways that
encasement81 plagues other disciplinary practices like law and medicine, ethnographers
often consider our provisional inclusion in scenes as an asset, as a potential way by which
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our undisciplined gaze might offer some justice. The ethnographic gaze, in this
imagining, as one which bestows dignity upon its interlocutors through the rejection of
stigmatizing norms that emphasize agency at the expense of structure; as anthropologists,
we eschew notions of culpability, situating our interlocutors more sympathetically at the
nexus of forces of an ever-present history manifested in the present. Jarrett Zigon, in his
forceful argument for an anthropological engagement - and ultimate refutation of - human
rights, suggests that a repetition of differential sameness occurs by which human rights
practice “enacts a slightly modified repetition of the present state of affairs and labels this
progress.”82 He suggests that anthropologists engage an “uncompromisingly critical
hermeneutics” that rejects ethnography as a practice that could recuperate human rights
but rather one which seeks to “eliminate it as a valid moral-political possibility in any
radical political project for becoming otherwise.”83 Zigon, much like others, suggests that
we should “ethnographically and theoretically eliminate human rights as a political
possibility, and in so doing explicate alternative possibilities for being otherwise.”84
Because, “like anthropology, humanitarianism claims the human, but universally and in
expressly moral fashion,”85 these questions (and their answers, however fragmented) hold
important insights for the anthropological project as well. We must be concerned with the
ways that elisions in the humanitarian vision apply equally to our justice-oriented projects
as well, the ways our attentiveness to particular modes of suffering and the affective tenor
that those hold shapes our own engagements as researchers and other forms of political
interlocutors. We must consider that, too, our unequal attentiveness to suffering provides
empathetic and analytical pitfalls, mirroring as it does the language and politics of
humanitarianism. As ethnographers, we are more capable of conceptualizing a practice of
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justice as it applies to the stories of Maria and Kyle than we are the case of Jungle
Jabbah; and yet, we need a concept of repair that is capable of doing just that.
We are in desperate need for alternative frameworks for thinking about and
attending to the human and the injuries the world has wrought upon particular bodies.
That it may have been possible for me to write the same statement twenty-five or even
seventy years ago speaks to the perennial concerns of the refugee administration and the
challenges that it poses. As Deborah Thomas has grappled with in her recent work, we are
in need of new understandings of repair: not just what it is, but what it might feel like. 86
“Reparations,” as she frames it in Exceptional Violence, “is not just about quantification
of redress for past wrongs. It also provides an alternative to the liberal human rights
framework that has become come so dominant in our thinking about global inequalities
today.”87 We might ask, as Deborah Thomas does, what repair feels like. Repair, as the
historically entangled and contingent counterpart to reparation, “demands an active
listening, a mutual recognizing, an acknowledging of complicity at all levels – behavioral
evidence of profound interior transformations that are ongoing.”88 Thomas, in negotiating
the complexities of recognizing the force of the law for those who have been deemed
outside of it, argues for an end to the liberal politics which concern themselves with the
enumeration of body counts, death tolls, and property damage to emphasize the affective
and relational dimensions of the experience of violence. In drawing attention to the
affective impulses that undergird humanitarian practices of care from law to biomedicine
and social work – that it is precisely that which is about affectively recognizing injury
and disciplining when and how affects can be meaningfully deployed towards the ends of
recognition and resolution – I find myself stuck in considering what forms of meaningful
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intersubjective relation practitioners of care might experience. The question of relation
underpins Thomas’ engagement with what comes after now and it has, in a sense, been a
driving analytic at the core of this work. What are we to make of a world saturated with
social relations: yes, those moments of connection or disjuncture between humans in
social space, to be sure, but also the relations between particular kinds of bodies, the
institutional and juridical apparatuses designed to maintain them, the spaces in which it
makes sense for them to be cared for and the sense that there is a community within
which trauma matters and which, when one is exterior to it, leaves one’s pain unable to
be redressed?
In a wide-ranging conversation with David Scott, Sylvia Wynter expressed the
influences that have shaped her life and her scholarship. Describing the formation of
Jamaica Journal, she noted that “the idea was that you’re going to keep a continuity with
the past, but you are going at the same time to transform the conception of that past.”
Admitting the difficulty of this, and this conceptualization, she states that she “wanted us
to assume our past: slaves, slave masters and all. And then, reconceptualize that past. I
don’t quite know how to explain it, I wanted us to…” Interjecting, in a moment of clarity,
Scott replies: “To live imaginatively through the furnace of the past.” In this dissertation,
I have attempted to do just that, striking a balance between a pessimism which suggests
that what has been will always be and a too-bright optimism which is always looking
forward to transcendence. Instead, I hope to do what may happen in therapeutic spaces
which hope to transform trauma: to gaze with compassion and clarity at what we have
been such that we may dream realistically about who we might become. In living
imaginatively through the furnace of the past, I suggest, we may have the courage to
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develop conceptual and political tools to imagine a more just, equitable, and tolerable
future.
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Conclusion, or What About Hope?
What would it mean for a Black feminist to think in the grammar of futurity?
— Tina Campt1
As ethnographers we are challenged to attend at once to the political, economic, and material
transience of worlds and truths and to the journeys people take through milieus in transit while
pursuing needs, desires, and curiosities or simply trying to find room to breathe beneath
intolerable constraints.
— Joao Biehl2
The reality is that to achieve justice in daily life is to return to the root causes that are
instrumental in the conditions of possibility within which options emerge. This is the space of
justice — the space for the return of the political, the space opened up for eradicating the need for
international juridical intervention.
— Kamari Clarke, Fictions of Justice3

Ethnography is a “practice that encompasses both dwelling and writing.”4 In this
process of dwelling-writing, as Julie Livingston and Zoë Wool describe it, I have
attempted to understand what it means to make refuge. Refuge is not a space separate
from violence, although it should be. Rather, in the United States, it has been forged
through and by the violence of displacement and racial capitalism. Throughout I have
been interested in the aftermaths of projects of making refuge; from the racialization of
Pennsylvania’s early history to the fallout of American slavery and Americo-Liberian
colonization, I have explored the haunting of refuge with displacement and other forms of
violence both exceptional and ordinary.5 Haunting “is the relentless remembering and
reminding that will not be appeased by settler society’s assurances of innocence and
reconciliation,” and the United States is “permanently haunted by the slavery, genocide,
and violence entwined in its first, present and future days.”6 That these questions are not
part of everyday normative discourse about refuge in the United States might be
considered a form of “colonial unknowing,” a willful ignorance that allows our taken-forgranted understandings of the world to go unchallenged.7 I consider this dissertation a
provisionary foray into the work of “critical juxtaposing”8 or “wake work,”9 which, in a
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feminist mode, reads across scenes of the ordinary and tries to understand what we might
learn from what structures refugee life and the making of refuge in zones far from the
space of crisis and state of exception.
In dwelling with these concerns, I have focused primarily on the contemporary,
looping backwards through formative moments, from the colonial and revolutionary eras
to the interwar period and the 1970s and 1980s. What comes into view when we consider
the making of refuge this way? At its core, Up from the Dirt suggests that cruelly
optimistic attachments to liberal, individualized forms of redress, care, and recognition
undergird our relationship to the creation and maintenance of spaces of refuge. It argues
too, that Blackness haunts these humanitarian practices, emerging in ways that cannot be
suppressed. When I present this work, people often ask: what about hope? What about the
future? Surely, they say, there must be more than this. What, we might ask, is the path
forward from this position? Is there a potential humanism made to the measure of the
world?
While this work has not always engaged the lives of women or queer people, I am
deeply inspired by the work of women of color feminism, queer of color critique, and
other forms of queer method; these works posit the world not as already-prefigured. They
understand the United States as existing in a “social relation of conflict and struggle,”10 a
space composed of quotidian struggles over meaning, as all places are. In my attention to
the ordinary – relations between soldiers and refugees on a base, conversations between
case workers and refugees in their homes, clinical diagnostic categories, and decisions
about moving to the suburbs – I follow feminists who assert that private, quiet lives are
rich sites for the production of theory. But my work is also very invested in
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understanding the construction of public discourse about lives lived privately: newspaper
reports, policy documents and conversations, expert knowledge produced by social
workers, clinicians, and others. What does it mean to study the world of people who are
so often represented, and often in such routinized ways? Part of this work has been about
finding new conventions to discuss a topic whose rhetorical grooves have become
ossified. Despite this attention to the unexpected quotidian, however, I fear that I have
performed a predictably pessimistic accounting of this world.
In an evocative essay titled “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or,
You’re So Paranoid You Probably Think This Essay Is About You,” Eve Sedgwick asks
us to pause and examine a taken-for-granted form of critical knowledge production.
“Knowledge does, rather than simply is,” she reminds us, going on to muse about the
ways that a style of reading texts – and, by corollary, the world – that she calls
“paranoid” dominates academic literary studies. She wanted to understand how a kind of
deep reading for hidden forms of power became the only way one could produce
knowledge in service of justice in the academy, or at least the most accepted or normative
way to do so. Paranoia, as a strong theory of the world, places its faith in the hope of
exposure. Much like the probing analyst and her analysand, the social theorist asks
questions of the world in order to reveal what we might not want to know. Yet Sedgwick
is skeptical of this approach to theory, or at least she wants to trouble it in her
characteristic fashion. Paranoia, after all, “knows some things well and others poorly.”11
Other scholars, primarily of literary theory, have taken up this call, suggesting such
practices as “surface reading” and other forms of post-critique which eschew the
hermeneutics of suspicion.12 In this work, however, it is fair to say that I have engaged in
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a thoroughly paranoid reading of refuge, and having done so I have perhaps placed a little
bit of my faith in the value of exposure. Now, I wonder, may we consider alternative
forms of repair, that “something-to-be-done”?13
Sedgwick suggests that “to read from a reparative position is to surrender the
knowing, anxious paranoid determination that no horror, however apparently
unthinkable, shall ever come to the reader as new; to a reparatively positioned reader, it
can seem realistic and necessary to experience surprise.”14 Reparative reading remains
affectively flexible. The reader cannot presume to already know, as tempting as that
security might be. Rooted in the notion of the intrepid ethnographer off to the field with
few preconceived notions,15 ethnography is institutionalized curiosity and surprise: a
reparative process. What happens after the year or more of discovery that ethnographic
research represents? In therapeutic spaces, having begun the productively destructive
labor of exposure, the pair work together to pick up the pieces. In the world of
ethnographic theory, she who reads reparatively, because she “has room to realize that the
future may be different from the present,” is able to organize her reading of traumatic
pasts through hope. Just as Sylvia Wynter might encourage us to “live imaginatively
through the furnace of the past,” so too Sedgwick encourages a reparative reading, one
which reads the past and the future differently, not with hope as a naïve expectation, but
rather pragmatic anticipation. As Anjuli Raza Kolb writes in her reading of Saeed the
Pessoptimist, “pessoptimism refers to the inseparability of hope and despair under
untenable historical conditions.”16 To read reparatively as an ethnographer is to be a
pessoptimist, dwelling-writing through hope and despair.
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It is with this stance that I turn to the question of the future of refuge. My
assertion is that productive engagements with this issue must be undergirded by an
approach to the study of social life that is committed to relational analysis. To say this is
to take sides in a debate about comparison, relation, and racial justice. In the introduction
to a special issue of Critical Ethnic Studies on racial comparativism, Danika MedakSaltzman and Antonio Tiongson argue that “there is nothing inherently enabling or
subversive about comparative approaches and models irrespective of the currency and
prestige that this kind of work has achieved.”17 The special issue’s articles place
comparative frameworks under scrutiny. Its contributors argue that analytical concepts do
not apply equally or evenly to different groups in the United States; for example, they
suggest that an approach which centers racialization threatens to elide the ways that
settler colonialism positions Indigenous people uniquely within the nation, producing
solutions which further entrench, rather than challenge settler colonialism. Still other
critiques suggest that comparative research has not adequately attended to “the vexed
relationship between Indigenous and diasporic subjects.”18 This concern undergirds
debates about whether postcolonial migrants or refugees can be considered settlers, for
example.19
Others argue that replacing the “black-white” binary with other binaries or
presuming an equivalence between these categorizations is problematic, as are, too,
approaches which center cross-racial solidarity and relation. Frank Wilderson and Jared
Sexton, among others, argue that the foundational position of Blackness is such that the
Black is ontologically, foundationally separate from civil society, situated in a way that
cannot be compared to any other racial group and in fact which is the foundation of
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racialization itself. Afropessimists in the strictest sense reject the intellectual labor of
coalition-building that I have conducted over the prior pages, asserting that to do so is to
commit a violence to Black struggle. Sexton, for example, rejects the coalitional term
“people-of-color” and the politics it engenders. He argues for a fundamental distinction
that is not white/non-white but rather Black/non-Black; in delineating an “unequally
arrayed category of nonblackness,” Sexton notes that “it is racial blackness as a necessary
condition for enslavement that matters most, rather than whiteness as a sufficient
condition for freedom.”20 In this work, I have suggested that there is something particular
and foundational about Blackness, particularly in the United States of America, against
which other modes of bodily signification take shape. Yet I join other scholars in
expressing skepticism and concern about how such analyses foreclose and deny the
political possibilities of cross-racial solidarities which could further an antiracist politics
that seeks to dismantle racial capitalism.
I also worry about how these perspectives jive with the task of anthropology,
which derives its theoretical heft and intellectual prowess from a careful process of
observation and description. For one, Afropessimist readings eschew the politics of hope.
On the one hand, there is nothing – aside from norms and the fact of our own discomfort
– to suggest that theory must be hopeful, optimistic, or even joyful. In fact, much of this
dissertation has troubled the possibilities of optimism, has questioned how such expectant
attachments unfold. On the other, ethnographic observation often finds us coming face to
face with hope and desire.21 In one of my favorite essays about anthropological
ethnography, John Jackson posits that anthropology is a hopeful discipline. Some of what
I have observed about the gaps between pessimistic theory and optimistic theory, or
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perhaps the dwelling space in between that I have carved out for myself, is simply a fact
of the task of ethnography. Keeping in mind that I am a vulnerable observer, less an
intrepid researcher peering through a “transparent window into a discrete, passive, and
objective social world,” and more a navigator of a “black box of feedback loops,
inter/subjective contaminations, and almost unteachable artistry” has been a north star in
understanding the kinds of reparative readings I might perform.22 Jackson’s essay
articulates a vision for an affectively attuned ethnography which eschews the notion that
what we do is simply care, while also rejecting the idea that our interlocutors are merely
research subjects whose ideas we probe in a disinterested, disembodied fashion. “The
anthropologist is always a political actor in the everydayness of her practice,” Jackson
reminds us, not in order to spur stereotypical navel-gazing, but to remind us that “the unit
of analysis is not the anthropologist but instead the collision she is a part of – whether
intended or not.”23 Throughout this dissertation, I have depicted my own entanglement in
the world I describe: not above the fray, but in it, invested in and complicit with all its
contradictions.
Jackson also urges us to consider that deconstruction alone does not offer much in
the way of politics. Despite our steadfast historicizing of concepts like race and sexuality,
for example, they have persisted in all their force. He posits that ethnographic sincerity is
more than a call for more sincere, affectively attuned ethnographers, but also is a method
through which ethnographers might ask how deconstructed and thoroughly critiqued
social categories continue to have a social life beyond their careful dissection. We might
understand how the force of racialization, in particular, unfolds in contexts both
connected to and different from race’s original formations, what I have called the
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rhyming character of racialization. We are living in and through the wake of these
constructions, the most forceful of which may be the construction of Blackness. But as
Christina Sharpe reminds us, “to be in the wake is also to recognize the ways that we are
constituted through and by continued vulnerability to overwhelming force though not
only known to ourselves and each other by that force.”24 Despite living in the wake of all
that I have described here, “we yet reimagine and transform spaces for and practices of an
ethics of care (as in repair, maintenance, attention), an ethics of seeing, and of being in
the wake as consciousness; as a way of remembering and observance.”25 Sharpe accounts
for care as what she calls “shared risk” between and among those marked as sub-, or nonhuman.26 I posit that forms of care involve allowing expressions of madness, sorrow, and
rage to live side-by-side with modes of getting by that are less affectively saturated; it
involves integrating, rather than separating, members of the community, and it entails
speaking truth to forms of trauma that are systematic, pervasive, and unjust. In other
words, it is a caring which is not simply a soft sympathetic gaze. It is care which is
imbricated with the political, one which involves living alongside the terrors of the past,
present, and future, rather than banishing them.27
The question of care also considers divergent conceptualizations of what might
constitute justice: after all, critiques of humanitarianism are concerned with how these
frameworks eschew politics in favor of care. In “To Remake the World: Slavery, Racial
Capitalism, and Justice,” historian Walter Johnson considers the putative dehumanization
of the enslaved in the historiography of slavery in relationship to Cedric Robinson’s
conceptualization of racial capitalism. Subjecting both the notion of humanity and the
idea of rights to critique, Johnson muses about the relationship of slavery to
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contemporary human rights discourse and scholarship. “Liberal notions of justice,” he
suggests, “provide only a foreshortened version of a thoroughgoing human
emancipation.”28Arguing that history, among other disciplines, may offer potential
through an account of justice rooted in the history of slavery, racial capitalism, and
Native dispossession, he articulates six features of such a theory of justice.29 First,
mounting a critique from the global South, this theory of human emancipation would
decenter European perspectives, which have overdetermined conversations about rights
and justice. Drawing upon this methodological practice, a new conceptualization of
justice would focus on the extraction and distribution of resources, highlighting deeply
entrenched inequalities resulting from the intentional maldistribution of wealth;
ultimately, this may offer the potential for historically deep understandings of restorative
justice and reparations. This framework for justice would be attentive to the foundational
questions of sexual and gendered difference, and, too, deconstruct a putative opposition
between race and class. Finally, as he notes, it would illuminate the “intimate dialectical
relation between domination and dominion” which has characterized the recent past,
eschewing universalist concepts of humanity or the Anthropocene which efface racialized
class difference and its relation to territory. Notions of justice must also, in my
assessment, be attuned to the relational character of racialization and its related
formations of difference forged through racial capitalism. This means, if nothing else,
that we ignore the potential of thinking across racialized groups at our peril; without this,
we miss the co-constituted nature of racialized and classed groups and the ways these
groups are produced. To understand less means to be equipped with fewer tools for
rendering the world with complexity. Johnson’s account of a justice rooted in the
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historiography of slavery and racial capitalism offers clues for how we might continue to
productively approach the study of refuge: infused with the histories of racial capital and
centering theoretical and political concepts from the Global South, it takes race and class
formations as inseparable and considers the trajectories of putatively separate racial
groups to be intertwined.
Practices of justice and refuge-making also need to account for divergent
perspectives on what repair looks like, creating new shared aspirations which are
constantly subject to negotiation. Justice is a process, not an endpoint, particularly when
we consider how justice must be negotiated across difference. These translations have
deep sociohistorical foundations that must be acknowledged. Ultimately, we must
recognize “that those who enact violence on others need to be held responsible for that
violence and then negotiat[e] the proper domains for such accountability.”30 In other
words, we must engage justice making as an imaginative process of contestation and
reconciliation. We also have to understand complex relationships between questions of
abolition, repair, and the law; the complex ways the law sometimes produces the results
that we want or need; and that we will win these fights together, not separately.

***
In Up from the Dirt, an interdisciplinary historically-inflected ethnography in
conversation with anthropology, critical refugee studies, and critical ethnic studies, I have
begun the work of grappling towards scholarship which may examine what refuge looks
like in service of alternative conceptualizations of justice. This work has been my
contribution to the development of a “transnational, intersectional, relational,
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genealogical, and conjunctural” approach to comparative ethnic studies and the
anthropology of humanitarianism. As a spatial promise,31 refuge is bound up with
questions of space, freedom, and thriving for the people to whom it is promised and
perhaps more so for those to whom it is denied. For populations for whom racial
capitalism has entrenched death-dealing difference, justice looks like an adequate
accounting of political economic inequality and redress. Nancy Fraser noted more than
twenty years ago that projects of justice in the contemporary require recognition and
redistribution, and no less.32 For some, this justice may look like reparations: whether
through cash payments or other modes of economic payment to communities who have
been ravaged by the ongoing vicissitudes of global racial capital. And, indeed, the case
for reparations has been made forcefully by scholars and public intellectuals alike.
What we know is that displacement is not an exceptional problem – although it
does often take exceptional forms – but rather a pervasive feature of life in this corner of
the United States and beyond. This dissertation has considered displacement as it relates
to those encountering and fleeing forms of state-sanctioned terror and violence, but other
means of displacement threaten to and will disrupt life in this city. Philadelphia is one of
the most rapidly gentrifying cities in the United States, and my university’s presence is
one of the driving factors of these developments. As Philadelphia shifts from a city in
decline to a city on the rise, who will wind up being displaced? Imminent environmental
disasters threaten further displacement, and as yet unthought of threats may shift
relationships to space and bodily security. Dealing with these problems of the alreadyunfolding future necessitates new solutions.
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Projects of redistribution that do not take into account the “wounded
attachments”33 that shape subjectivity in the present are unlikely to succeed. That is no
less than what is at stake in contemporary political movements. As such, my work,
although divorced from psychoanalytic theorizing, does draw inspiration from the
psychoanalytic urge to acknowledge and excavate the past. Much like the adult whose
younger self developed psychic defenses in order to survive, so too have we developed
discourses and practices designed to submerge the coloniality of the present. Clumsy
analogies about the unconscious aside, I do take seriously the impetus to acknowledge,
process, and examine the past and understand its relation to our present in order to move
forward; integrating these histories into our sense of collective self is a first step, one of
many we might take to imagining more hospitable futures. As Tina Campt suggests,
justice “involves living the future now."34 It requires believing that there is a future. It
requires knowing that the very root of possibility may be entwined with that which
structures domination.
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Epilogue: The Right to Becoming Who We Want
As it turns out, it is as hard to stake out the end of a project as it is to demarcate its
beginning. Throughout this dissertation, I have emphasized the resonances between
contemporary crises in migration and racial liberalism and the aftermath of slavery and
settler colonialism in the United States. I have wondered what it means to make refuge in
a space that may be better than where you hoped for, but not always in the ways that you
hoped. I have pulled at strings found in strange places and followed my ethnographic
spider sense1 to where it might go. I have imagined futures I stretched to believe in and
searched for pasts I did not know.
Perhaps this project does have a beginning. Every project has an origin story, or
perhaps many origins, coalescing into one messy, complex heap that requires untangling,
weaving, shaping into forms coherent enough for the eyes of others. One of this
dissertation’s origins is a simple phrase, one I found while searching the internet for
things related to refugees one day not so long ago, at a time when I couldn’t imagine how
I could even begin to stake a claim to a world of thought. But for days, weeks, and even
months after I read it, the phrase would pop up again and again in my mind’s eye:
the right of not being who we are
but the right to becoming who we want
I found this phrase in a booklet for a program designed by and for Palestinian refugees
called campus in camps. At the time, I did not know how it would spark and shape this
long and complex journey. I wondered: what is the right, and how might one embody it?2
Who is we? And who might we want to be?3 Ultimately, I decided that it was a statement
of collective hope. It is a political statement of an organization determined to stake a
claim for political sovereignty and action in the constrained contexts in which its
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members live. It is a political statement which, whether I have always known it or not,
has provoked my thoughts about what it might mean to be a refugee, to want otherwise,
and to be possessing of the rights that may make that possible. That is to say, if we agree
that the modes of restitution that liberalism has provided us leave much to be desired,
then what is there to say about future visions of freedom? And how might we theorize
this freedom, provisionally, using the words we have access to here? Right. Being.
Becoming. Want. These hopes, too, have a geographical resonance. We might ask: where
might we have access to these forms of being?
One version of the story of how I came to be an anthropologist goes like this:
curled up in a twin-sized bed with one of the last paper course catalogues the College of
William and Mary would ever produce, I circled the title of every class, in every
department, I could ever see myself taking. Being still the mathematically and
scientifically-minded child my parents raised me to be, I noticed that most of them were
in anthropology. To be honest, this is because anthropology at William and Mary was
solidly Africanist. As a displaced African-ish woman who had been surrounded by white
people all her life, perhaps I thought courses like “Peoples and Cultures of Africa” could
tell me the things I struggled to know about myself and my place in the world. I hoped I
could grapple my way to an uneasy, uncertain peace. Alas, anthropology would not
provide the answers I wanted, not then; but, a little over ten years after my first cultural
anthropology class I find myself here, writing this to you, the people who have helped me
learn almost everything I know about anthropology and what it can tell me about the
world and my place in it.
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I have found a home at the intersection of Black studies and anthropology, and in
turn, Black critical thought has found inspiration in the figure of the fugitive. As
anthropologist Damien Sojoyner notes, “Black fugitivity is informed by a historical and
political trajectory in which the fugitive is the simultaneous embodiment of life, culture,
and pathways to freedom, on the one hand, and the singular exposure of the state as a
tenuous system of unstable structures constantly teetering on the brink of illegitimacy, on
the other.”4 Perhaps this is what I have been thinking about refugees all along. It is also,
perhaps, not a surprise that my family contains in itself, as many Black families do, a
story of Black fugitivity. In the fall of 2018, I took a trip with my mother, father, and
partner to my native Zimbabwe. It was a trip perhaps ten years in the making; the last
time I went to Zim, I was 18 years old, fresh out of my freshman year of college, and
naive in all the ways young American teenagers are. In 2008, my sister, mother, and I
went to Zimbabwe in the midst of a financial crisis. It was a trip that would ultimately
change the course of my life. Ten years older and perhaps not commensurately wiser, I
traveled across the country in a car with my family: a new place each day, encounters
with new members of a family I did not quite know, rapid acquisition of new histories to
assimilate into the narratives I had told myself about my present. One goal for my trip
was to begin the first of my new projects: an “intimate ethnography,”5 a life history of my
grandfather which is in turn a history of state violence, rupture, asylum, and thwarted
Black freedom. In a story I hope to tell more fully someday, my grandfather was
imprisoned by the Rhodesian government for three years in the 1970s for the crime of
spreading the gospel of Black freedom and self-governance. The ramifications of that
have rippled throughout my family since; my mother’s family’s flight to Sweden and
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later Iowa for temporary asylum, their return to the fledgling nation of Zimbabwe, their
hopes about the promises of democracy inspired by the principles of the West but with a
Black, socialist face. This right to “becoming who we want” marked the first blushes of
my family’s – and my nation’s – optimism, hopes that have since been more than
shattered. The simmering disappointments that ensued are perhaps the most important
affective features of my family’s political life (save for, of course, our reactions to
American racism), and they have informed my subjectivity as a Black woman and “New
American” to this day.
Since that trip, I have wondered what the goals of this work are and whether they
might be tethered to this family history I have taken on as my own. As the unofficially
appointed scribe of my family, it has become taken for granted that I will tell the story
not only of my family, but of how their dreams in the postcolonial era have become
smaller and smaller, changing shape as the space of possibility is revealed to be ever
more constrained. The telling of this history of our present has become the undercurrent
for the work you have read here, its raison d’être. For the life of me, I have struggled for
years to understand the relationships between Blackness and freedom, nonbeing and
refuge. Perhaps someday I will be brave enough to make my personal questions the core
of my work rather than its subtext.
In the prior chapters of this dissertation, I have argued the following: that refuge is
often unattainable in its purest form, in part, because of racialized legacies of settler
colonialism and slavery in the United States. These have taken shape in the contemporary
United States in the forms of the War on Terror, which marks certain bodies as always
already menacing, to the War on Poverty and its attendant aftermaths which have shaped
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the urban United States as a zone of surveillance, policing, and racialized devaluation. I
have described how social actors negotiate between modes of representation and value
creation available to them in a system in which each individual is reduced to their
capacity to generate profit and capital, and, in turn, to evade the blackening of urban
poverty. I have also suggested that there is something antithetical, or perhaps an
oppositional relationship between Blackness and refuge. Closer proximity to Blackness
brings along with it forms of neglect that hinder the attainment of refuge’s promises of
security.
And yet. I was first drawn to anthropology because of what I might have called a
radical practice of curiosity, uncertainty, and empathy. Coupled with my training in the
biological sciences, anthropology offered ways of thinking critically about the whole of
what the world might have to offer in terms of diverse ways of thinking and being. More
than that, however, the anthropological imagination animated my already-present love of
speculative and social science fiction. Much has been written about the juxtaposition of
anthropology and speculative practices of writing and producing worlds, work which
draws upon the link between anthropology’s certainty that there is always another way
the world could be, no matter how impossible it seems and how taken-for-granted our
arrangements might be.
That radical optimism born of diversity has dwindled, in a way, as global finance
capital makes ever-smaller those modes of acting and being differently. As I have
described in my final chapter, my pessoptimistic stance still derives both pleasure and a
fledgling hope from what we might learn through speculative imagination. This is despite
the fact that it is hard to escape the sensation that we are living in end times. Dystopian
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young adult fiction flies off the shelves, with film adaptations making millions at the box
office; survivalist television shows proliferate; our collective worries about the increasing
role of technology in our lives produce strange anxious-electrifying practices like
watching Black Mirror or Westworld on our computers, tablets, and televisions while
tweeting furiously. Scenes of non-fictional destruction, devastation, and decay haunt us
too, from tsunamis to riots, bombings to forest fires, heat waves, and droughts. We are
living in the Anthropocene, the consequences of our collective decisions unfolding before
our eyes.6 By way of an offering, less an answer to this question than a way of thinking
about it, I have offered refuge as a conceptual tool, a keyword, for understanding,
thinking, and dreaming the contemporary and what, if any, response we might have to it.
In short, I argue that an attention to refuge and its inequalities illuminates our social
world (and its entanglements with the natural and physical world, if such distinctions can
be made) and helps us build those to come. Refuge, this spatial promise, is a conceptual
tool that embraces a speculative practice that drawing upon imaginings of the future,
present, and past; denaturalizes the distinction between the natural and the social; and
necessitates an understanding of global inequality and modes of redressing it.
Returning to the notion of fugitivity, I am comforted by the always possibility of
the world to evade our capture of it. As Alexis Pauline Gumbs reminds us, “The thing is
that life cannot be contained, even by our understanding of it. Or our critiques of the
problems with our understanding of it. But still, if you ask me what the fugitive impetus
is, it is love, it is freedom, it is older than me, it has not stopped, despite all of the
physical and ideological structures we could mention. That’s the necessarily incomplete
part. The escaping isn’t easy, but it always escapes.”7
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I return, once more, to Aimé Césaire, who, writing in the middle of the twentieth
century, wrote: “At the very time when it most often mouths the word, the West has never
been further from being able to live a true humanism – a humanism made to the measure
of the world.”8 The right of not being who we are, but the right to becoming who we want
is a claim to a kind of refuge that makes personhood possible for those for whom it hasn’t
been previously. It suggests, as I have, a humanism made to the measure of the world. I
wish I knew the answer to who we might become and where we might embody those
rights, but I know that struggling towards it is the only position that feels ethical to me.

Notes
1

Jackson Jr, Real Black; Jackson Jr, “Ethnography Is, Ethnography Ain’t.”
We might imagine that this right has something to do with the right to have rights,
which Hannah Arendt evocatively discussed and which generations of scholars have
probed. See Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism; DeGooyer et al., The Right to Have
Rights.
3
Here, we might see resonances with “What We Are and What We Hope to Be.” See
Thomas, “Modern Blackness.”
4
Sojoyner, “Another Life Is Possible,” 526.
5
Waterston, “Intimate Ethnography and the Anthropological Imagination.”
6
Interesting, too, is the work of speculation that must take place when we acknowledge
not only that we are careening towards potential – if not certain – disaster, but that we
truly do not understand where or how that might take shape. Continuing her
investigations of what we do in empirical and political conditions where we must
navigate the unknown, Adriana Petryna argues for the importance of “horizoning work,”
a form of intellectual labor that “opens up a space for change in the face of apocaplptic
thinking or denialism, reorganizing the moral and epistemological conditions of life on
the brink of various thresholds or irreversible change” (Petryna, “Horizoning,” 247.)
7
Bey and Gumbs, “A Spillage of the Fugitive Variety.”
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